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To the wise, life is a problem; to the fool, a solution. - Marcus Aurelius.



Chapter 1
Control Center
AS Wasp
In Earth Orbit
The command chair was surprisingly hard and immobile. Garret would have sworn the small ridge along the back was designed specifically to poke him in the spine. He’d ached to sit there for so long, but always in his imagination the captain’s seat was comfortable, inviting. Now that he was there, shifting his weight awkwardly, he had a new thought…maybe the captain shouldn’t be too comfortable. Perhaps it was the fate of the commander to be constantly on edge.
Whatever the truth, he would soon find out. The privilege of command was now his, and the burden as well. He’d longed for this day since the first time he donned his midshipman’s whites, and his service since then had been an uninterrupted road to the captain’s chair. Garret was a brilliant officer; all of his commanders agreed on that. But he was cocky too, an arrogance based on enormous ability, but one still uncontrolled by wisdom. His evaluation reports all said the same thing - he was a tactical genius with an uncanny capacity to anticipate enemy maneuvers. They also said he was audacious, even reckless…that he lacked caution.
Many young officers were overly ambitious, thinking themselves immortal, going into battle boldly, fearlessly. Most of them gained caution with age and learned to understand the realities of war. Those who didn’t usually died. But Augustus Garret was too skilled, too capable. His enormous abilities saved him multiple times when his daring seemed likely to get him killed. His ego grew, and he came to believe he could handle any situation, that no crisis could overwhelm him.
He’d talked many times with one of the professors at the Academy about the heavy responsibility of being in that seat, of the sometimes terrible consequences of decisions that were the captain’s alone to make. Captain Horn had been a decorated officer with a spotless record and an unimpeded trajectory to the admiralty. Instead, he ended up, years later, still a captain, but now behind a desk teaching midshipmen. One of those decisions years before had gone horribly awry, but Garret never knew just what it was that had so affected Horn he could no longer face the command chair. He was very fond of Captain Horn, but he was also young and arrogant enough to be sure nothing like that could ever keep him from his own destiny. Horn had sent Garret a message after his promotion, congratulating his old student. He ended with a reference to an ancient passage, saying to Garret that it was now time to put away childish things. He doubted the heroic young captain would take his council to heart, or even grasp his meaning, but he tried nevertheless.
Garret smiled as he glanced around the small control center, each of its five workstations gleaming white and silver. Wasp was so new they were still peeling protective polymer wrapping off the equipment. She was the second ship of the class to enter service, and she was all his. He had already decided she was perfect…other than the hideous chair.
His crew hadn’t boarded yet. Technically they were all still on leave like him, scheduled to report the next day….today, actually, as it was well past midnight, station time. But Garret couldn’t stay away. He’d wandered down to the bay, intending only to take a quick look at the ship sitting in her docking cradle. It was quiet on the station, almost eerily so, with no one around except the skeleton crew working late night maintenance.
She was the most beautiful thing Garret had ever seen. Aerodynamics wasn’t an issue in spacecraft design, but Wasp had a sleek, streamlined hull anyway, largely the result of the need to wrap the ship around its dual torpedo tubes. The heavy plasma torpedoes were something new, and they made Wasp a very dangerous vessel, one with a punch that could hurt even a capital ship. Nothing was free, of course, and that offensive power came at a high cost in sacrificed armor and defense. The fast attack ships were known as “suicide boats” for a reason, though the crews tended to take the name as a badge of honor.
Garret admired his ship’s form, 102 meters of dark grey heavy metal alloy, held in place by two large brackets and connected to the station by half a dozen snaking umbilicals. They were almost done fueling the reactor; the food, equipment, and other supplies had already been loaded. In another hour she’d be ready to go, waiting for her new captain and crew to board and take her out.
He had promised himself he wasn’t going to go aboard again tonight, but after standing in the docking bay for a while he couldn’t resist. His captain’s credentials gave him 24 hour access, even though the ship was technically closed to all but maintenance personnel. He climbed through the access portal and made his way methodically down the tube. The umbilical was a zero gravity environment, and it was slow going, grabbing the handholds and sliding himself along.
The attack ships didn’t have the same level of artificial gravity as larger vessels. When the ship was underway, the core would rotate, providing the feel of partial gravity to much of the vessel, but that would be half Earth-normal at best. In the docking cradle she rotated along with the station, and once Garret climbed out of the tube he experienced a reasonable facsimile of the station’s 0.85 Earth-normal gravity. It wasn’t actual gravity, of course, but it felt real enough.
He lost track of how long he’d wandered around the ship, prowling its empty compartments, before he ended up on the bridge, back in his uncomfortable but prized chair. A capital ship had many levels, and mazes of corridors, but Wasp was a vastly simpler vessel, with three decks, two above the spinal-mounted torpedo tubes and one below. Each deck was traversed by a single primary corridor with several small lateral accessways. Serving aboard Wasp would be a cozy affair.
He leaned back in the command chair and breathed in deeply. There was an odd collection of smells in the air, the scent of plastic packing materials mixed with faint burning odors from new systems activated for the first time. Later today he would sit in this very spot and give the orders for Wasp to break free of the station’s embrace and begin her voyage to whatever destiny awaited her. The Alliance was at war, so that future would no doubt include a considerable amount of combat. Garret had no idea whether Wasp would be assigned to a battlegroup or a detached hunter squadron but, wherever she went, he was certain his crew would do their duty. He would see to that.
He knew he should go back to his quarters on the station and get some sleep; the day ahead promised to be a momentous one. But he couldn’t bring himself to leave the ship…his ship, and every time he shifted his body to go, he just ended up sliding around in the chair. Eventually he closed his eyes, not sure if he was asleep, awake, or somewhere just on the cusp between the two. His mind drifted back, dreamlike, over the years that led to this day, to his service as a junior officer, and further into the past…to a younger Augustus Garret, what seemed like a lifetime ago.



Chapter 2
Bluestone Manor
Alliance Sector
Terra Nova – Alpha Centauri A III
The Garrets had lived on Terra Nova for almost a century. Indeed, for as long as there had been a Terra Nova, there had been Garrets living there, and for the last 70 years Bluestone Manor had been their home. The first Augustus Garret on Terra Nova had arrived as a penniless adventurer, one of 40 brave souls sent to claim the first habitable world man had discovered outside his native solar system. The family documented its history well, especially the early days on Terra Nova, but no one could ever seem to recall why the oldest son in each generation was saddled with the name Augustus. Reasons had long become immaterial, however, and the custom was deeply forged in family tradition.
The Manor was really just a large house, ramshackle in design and expanded haphazardly over the generations as the family grew. Despite the grand name, there was nothing extraordinary about Bluestone Manor; it was big, but by no means a mansion. The Garrets got by fairly well, but they were not truly wealthy. Few people on Terra Nova were.
Man’s first interstellar colony had never lived up to its early promise. The planet proved to be lacking in many resources, especially compared to other worlds being rapidly discovered, and it was quickly bypassed for more promising destinations. The early settlers also discovered that Terra Nova was home to a massive array of local bacteria and viruses, many of which were highly resistant to treatment. The young colony suffered a number of devastating plagues before its medical services caught up with the virulent native pathogens.
Terra Nova had become an aging world, a place from which young people with options emigrated, leaving behind older generations and those lacking the resources or motivation to start over someplace else. With the Alliance’s massive expansion into space, there were always opportunities for adventurous colonists willing to leave all they knew behind and step into a new life, and many young Terra Novans did just that, draining the colony of its most promising and dynamic inhabitants.
There was another route off Terra Nova…military service. The Alliance Marines and navy had expanded rapidly as the number of occupied worlds increased, and the Superpowers battled for control of the choicest real estate. The Marines were somewhat of an odd organization, recruiting most of their strength from the slums of Earth. It was an unorthodox strategy, but one that seemed to work well. The Alliance Marines were considered one of the finest military formations in space, and their record was largely one of victory.
But Terra Nova was a naval community through and through, and most of those who sought adventure or opportunity in the military signed up for service with the fleet. Though the divided world was itself demilitarized by the Treaty of Paris, the inhabitants of the Alliance Sector provided the navy with its single largest source of new recruits.
The Marines started everyone at the bottom…even the Commandant of the Corps had made his first assault as a private. But the navy was different, and the divide between officers and crew was more pronounced than that in the Marine Corps, the stratification more rigid.
Most Terra Novans, uneducated and living in the planet’s ramshackle ghettoes, joined the enlisted ranks of the navy and served out their careers in that capacity, usually becoming specialists in one area or another. Few enlisted crew advanced to the officer ranks, and there was a practical and social divide between the commissioned and non-commissioned personnel. While most Marines came from Earth, the vast majority of the navy’s recruits were colonists, pulled from all the worlds the Alliance had settled.
That divide between the classes was a reality within the active service navy, but entry into the coveted officer corps was entirely egalitarian. Every year the fleet recruitment office offered the Test, which was open to any applicant. The Test was infamous, not only for its great difficulty, but because it was highly unorthodox. It annually confounded the majority of those who took it, including many of the most intelligent and educated applicants. But each year a small number, substantially below 1% of those who took the Test, received the coveted invitation to take the formal entrance examinations to the Naval Academy. To anyone who had passed the Test, those exams were a formality.
Augustus Garret, at least the eighth of the family to bear the name, had wanted to go to the Academy as far back as he had memories. As a child, his room was filled with models of the navy’s most famous ships and, as long as he could remember, his only goal in life was to take the Test…and to leave Terra Nova to become a naval officer and win glory and fame.
Garret was a poor student, though everyone who knew him agreed he was extremely intelligent. He was rebellious, unhappy at being stuck on Terra Nova. He argued with teachers and was prone to skip classes and get into all sorts of petty trouble. There was nothing on Terra Nova he liked, not school, not friends, not the Garret family businesses…nothing but Charlotte Evers. Charlotte was a tall, thin girl, with a striking mane of red hair. He’d known her as long as he could remember. He had no memories that didn’t include Charlotte, at least no pleasant ones. They’d grown up together, and they’d been inseparable.
No one in the family thought the surly and rebellious Augustus would ever pass the Test, and they all assumed he’d marry Charlotte and settle in to take his place managing the moderately successful Garret businesses along with his cousins. Time, age, and responsibility would mature him, they thought, and he would settle in and find his place. But Augustus had other ideas.
The day of the Test finally came, and the 18-year old Augustus reported to the naval testing center. He was told to arrive two hours early to clear the DNA testing, but he made sure to be there four hours ahead of time. The Test was serious business, and the navy made it virtually impossible for anyone to cheat. After his identity was confirmed he was led down a long, narrow corridor by a Marine in spotless gray fatigues. The floor was a utilitarian composite tile, and the walls were bright white. There were small doors, hatches really, on both sides of the corridor every four meters or so, though there didn’t seem to be handles or controls on any of them. They passed at least ten of the doorways before his escort stopped and pulled a small controller from his pocket. He pressed a button, and the hatch on the right slid open.
“When I seal this cubicle, you will be locked in for the duration of the Test. You may activate the Test whenever you wish by verbally advising the AI that you are ready. From that point you will have six hours to complete all sections.” The Marine sounded bored, monotone. Garret imagined he’d been through the speech more than a few times.
“The cubicle contains a relief facility and a station that dispenses water and nutrition bars.” He motioned for Garret to step inside. “The red lever is your distress control. If you suffer a medical emergency or need to leave for any reason, activate this lever, and assistance will be dispatched. In this event, your test results will be invalidated.” The Marine paused, allowing Garret to consider what he had said. “Do you understand everything I have explained to you?”
Garret looked back over his shoulder. “Yes.” He was trying to hide his excitement, but it was difficult. All his life he’d been dreaming of this moment, and now it was here. He was scared too, though he wouldn’t let himself admit it. In the back of his mind the uncertainty played on him…what if I don’t pass?
“As I explained, when I close this door you will be locked in until the Test is complete.” He stepped out into the hallway, leaving Garret inside, standing in front of the workstation. “Are you ready?”
Garret sat down in the seat. It was some type of imitation leather, and it was surprisingly comfortable. He leaned back and let a small smile creep onto his lips. “Yes, I’m ready.” The door slid shut behind him, leaving him alone, sitting silently staring at the workstation.
He could feel his heart beating, pounding loudly in his ears. Garret was prone to bravado, and he’d expressed nothing but cool confidence about the Test. But now it was just him, and it was time. His tension was building. His mouth was dry, his stomach tight. His life’s dream…and it all depended on the next six hours.
He took a deep breath, and he pushed the fear aside and stared at the workstation’s screen with a focused intensity. “I am ready to begin.”



Chapter 3
Naval Admin Building
Alliance Sector
Terra Nova – Alpha Centauri A III
Garret sat quietly, trying not to look nervous. It wasn’t easy, because he was scared as hell. He was a cocky kid, but this was a lot for him to bluster his way through. A transport had arrived at Bluestone Manor that morning to take him to see Admiral Halperin. The four Marines who arrived at the door offered no explanation; they simply instructed him to come with them. Halperin was another Terra Novan, and the highest ranking officer ever to come from the planet. Garret couldn’t understand why the admiral would want to see him, and his mind raced with possibilities, good and bad. It must have something to do with the test, he thought, but he couldn’t imagine what would warrant attention from so lofty an officer.
The conference room was starkly decorated, attractive but utilitarian. He was shown in and a steward in a crisp naval uniform offered him a refreshment. Garret politely refused, and he sat quietly, trying not to look scared. He tried to keep his mind busy, but there was nothing to do, and he kept drifting back to the question of why he was there. He looked around the room, absentmindedly kicking the leg of his chair, counting the ceiling tiles to estimate the size of the room. Anything to pass the time. Finally, the door slid open with a whoosh.
“Mr. Garret, please excuse me for being late.” A tall man in a perfectly-tailored blue naval uniform walked through the open door. “As a rule I am very punctual, but I’m afraid I don’t get home to Terra Nova very often. Well…you know how family obligations can be.”
Garret certainly understood not coming back to Terra Nova often…if he ever got out, he doubted he’d want to return. “Of course, admiral.” Garret would have waited all day if he had to, not that he had the impression he had any choice. An insistent Marine escort wasn’t easily sidestepped. “I am at your convenience.” He wanted to ask why he was there, but he decided to play it cool and wait and see what Halperin had to say.
The admiral didn’t make him wait long. “I’m sure you are curious why we brought you here.” Halperin looked a bit apologetic. “I am sorry if your escort was a bit brusque. I ordered them to bring you to HQ, and I’m afraid they follow my orders quite literally around here.” He paused, looking down just for a second. “I should have been more specific. My intention was for them to provide you an escort, not descend on your home like stormtroopers.”
“It’s quite all right, sir.” Garret let a little of his relief out in the form of a tiny smile. “I am always available to you, sir.”
“That’s good to hear, Mr…may I call you Augustus?”
“Of course, admiral.”
“Well, Augustus, I will waste no more of your time.” Halperin had an amused little smile on his face. “I had you brought here because of your results on the Test.”
Garret could feel the rush of excitement building, but he tried, unsuccessfully, to suppress it. The Naval Academy! Was it really possible? He was going to be a midshipman? A naval officer? “Are you saying that I passed the Test, sir?”
Halperin let his grin expand into a full blown smile. “Passed it? Over 185,000 people took the Test this year, Augustus…and you finished first.”
* * * * *
It had been a crazy two weeks. That’s all Garret had…two weeks. Half a month to settle his affairs and say goodbye to everything he’d known all his short life. He’d longed to leave Terra Nova as far back as he could remember, but he found it more complex and difficult a thing to do now that it was real. It’s one thing to chafe at the relentless monotony of a place like Terra Nova, quite another to leave it all behind, especially when it’s the only home you’ve ever known.
Garret’s dreamy, childhood visions of leaving had never focused on the images he now lived, things like saying goodbye to his mother and father…possibly forever. Looking at familiar places and things acquired a painful twinge as he now wondered if he’d ever see them again. When leaving had been an unreal dream he’d been cavalier about it, but now his former certainty that he’d never return seemed cocky and arrogant.
Then there was Charlotte. She’d taken the Test too, but she didn’t pass - there would be no Academy for her. Pursuing his dream, his destiny, meant leaving her behind. There’d never been a time in his life he could remember when she hadn’t been a part of it, not a meaningful thing he didn’t share with her before anyone else. For as long as he could remember, he and Charlotte had been just that…he and Charlotte.
He knew he loved her. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for her, no sacrifice he wouldn’t make. Save this one. He could feel his destiny, it coursed through his being. Turning his back on the navy, on the fast track to the command ranks his test results opened to him…it was unthinkable.
He sat long one day at the edge of a stream that ran through a small valley down the hill from Bluestone Manor, a place where he’d spent countless hours with Charlotte. He couldn’t imagine life without her…or how he could leave her behind, stuck on Terra Nova alone. But turning down the navy, walking away from his dream, from the glory he knew in his heart he’d achieve? That was inconceivable. All his life he’d imagined this, and now everything he’d ever wanted was there, right in front of him. Everything but Charlotte Evers.
In many ways, Charlotte understood him better than he did himself. She was truly happy for him; she knew better than anyone how desperately he wanted – needed – this. Everyone had humored him over the years, indulging his declarations about a naval career, but Charlotte had truly believed. She knew in her heart that Augustus would achieve whatever he set his mind too.
She threw her arms around him joyfully when he told her, but inside she felt an emptiness, a cold despair. She knew he would go, that almost nothing could stop him from pursuing his dream of glory. She could, perhaps. If she begged him not to go, he might stay. But she wouldn’t…couldn’t…do that to him. The Augustus who remained on Terra Nova would be dead inside, his spirit broken. He would always regret the chance he’d let pass, and she would blame herself…and one day he would blame her too. She loved him too much to be the reason he lost his dream. And if she begged him to stay and he went anyway, it would destroy her.
In the end he swore her empty promises, and she believed them…they both believed them. He would return after he graduated; they could be together even with his naval career. It might not be ideal, and they would probably be apart frequently, but they could do it. They were 18 and they loved each other, and that made it easy to believe.
The First Frontier War had been over for fifteen years, and the Alliance was more or less at peace. The interregnums between declared wars were hardly without fighting, but incidents were scattered, and most of the navy’s ships split their time between patrol duty and port. He would probably do most of his service in dock anyway, on some base or colony world. So why, he thought, couldn’t they be together?
It was raining the day he left. She stood on the platform watching as he boarded the shuttle. They said their goodbyes, talking long and quietly. She managed to hold back her tears…mostly. They repeated their promises to each other, but inside she felt dead, empty. She held on to him tightly, dreading he moment she had to let go, to watch him walk away in the cold drizzle. It took all the strength she had to do it, to loosen her arms and let him pull away…to give him to his destiny.
He turned one last time and looked back at her. She was grateful for the rain that hid her tears. He smiled and waved…the same Augustus she’d loved for so long. She forced a smile to her own lips, and watched him climb up the ladder and disappear into the shuttle. It was only then the last shreds of solace from the hopeless promises they had sworn dissipated, and Charlotte knew she had lost him forever.
She stood there, unmoving, tears streaming down her cheeks like rivers, as the shuttle fired its thrusters and blasted up into the dark gray sky.



Chapter 4
Control Center
AS Wasp
Tau Ceti System
Inbound from Gliese 15 Warp Gate
Third Squadron was deep in enemy territory. Wasp and her two sister-ships were inbound at 0.03c, engines shut down and reactors on minimal power. They were three small ships approaching a heavily defended Caliphate sector capital. They would be massively outgunned in any conventional fight…everything relied on stealth. This was a raid, one with a very specific objective.
Tau Ceti III was a staging ground for a planned Caliphate invasion of the newly settled Alliance world of Armstrong. Third Squadron was here to take out the troopships. The Caliphate was stretched thin, attacking on multiple fronts. Alliance Intelligence believed if the three heavy transports at Tau Ceti were taken out of action, the enemy would be compelled to postpone the invasion. It was a desperate, high-risk mission, but the payoff was huge. The Alliance was losing the war and didn’t have the forces available to defend Armstrong. Third Squadron’s daring raid was likely the only chance to hold on to a promising new colony.
Garret had commanded Wasp for almost nine months, the first six as part of the Amiens battlegroup. It was boring duty for an aggressive, young captain. Amiens and her support ships were stationed at Columbia, positioned to defend that colony against an expected attack…an invasion that never came. Battlegroup duty was frequently boring and uneventful, not at all what Garret had imagined when he got his captain’s stars.
Finally, the high command issued new orders. The threat to Columbia had proven to be false intel, and Amiens was heading to the recently-opened shipyards at Wolf 359 to be refitted with the new external missile rack system. Once complete, the ship would be able to carry 40% more missiles, dramatically increasing its firepower. Best of all, by Garret’s reckoning, it put his ship, and the entire 3rd Squadron, out of a job. Out of a boring job far back from the front lines, at least.
The Tau Ceti raid was just the sort of thing Garret had dreamed about, a chance to win true glory. They were going in silent, right until the moment they fired. The plan gave Garret a lot of autonomy, even though Squadron Captain Simmons was in overall command. Alliance Intelligence had managed to sabotage the scanning grid on the Gliese 15 warp gate, allowing 3rd Squadron to transit undetected. It had been a considerable operation, run by a young agent named Gavin Stark. Garret didn’t know how Stark had infiltrated the Tau Ceti defense network, and he didn’t care. That was a job for spies. His part was blasting one of those transports into atoms.
Wasp’s vector had been carefully calculated, courtesy of more data provided by the intelligence types. As long as the transports were still in the same position, Garret’s ship – and the rest of the squadron – had come through the warp gate on a heading straight toward the targets.
“Lieutenant Forsten, do we have a reading on the transports yet?” Garret leaned back in his seat and wiggled around, trying to get comfortable. He’d commanded Wasp for eight and a half months, but he still hadn’t gotten used to the chair. And it was even worse wearing the bulky combat gear. The suit was cumbersome and annoying, but it would also save his life if Wasp was hit and lost pressurization.
“No, sir.” Forsten was another Terra Novan who had taken the test and scored well. Garret hadn’t known him personally before taking command of Wasp, but he vaguely recalled the family. “Scanning continuously, captain.”
I hope the bastards haven’t repositioned those damned ships, Garret thought – I really don’t want to do a burn before we fire. As soon as Wasp – or either of her squadron-mates - fired their thrusters they would become much easier to detect. They might pull off a small burn and stay hidden, but their chances dropped enormously.
“Very well. Notify me as soon as you have any readings.” He turned to glance behind him. The bridge of the fast attack ship was cramped, with low ceilings and exposed structural members and conduits. Garret hit his head at least once a day, and that was after eight months getting used to it. “Ensign Vickers, please advise Engineer Carson that I’m going to want the reactor at 110% power on sixty seconds’ notice.”
“Yes, captain.” Vickers was from Sandoval, an idyllic world that had initially been colonized primarily by refugees from London. He had a heavy British accent, something that had become an increasing rarity on Earth. In the almost-century since the formation of the Alliance had combined most of the English-speaking nations into a single Superpower, there had been a trend toward consolidation of speech patterns into a single “Alliance” accent…at least among the middle class and colonists. The massive Cog communities that inhabited the Alliance’s slums still spoke mostly with the historical regional accents typical for their predecessor socio-economic classes.
Garret’s plan was daring. And dangerous. His orders were simple…attack the transports. It would have been pointless for Captain Simmons to issue more specific commands. The squadron had entered the system with a pre-plotted vector and velocity, and the ships had maintained a communications blackout since transiting. Simmons had to rely on the judgment of his ship captains in how they would make their attack runs. For Augustus Garret, this was an invitation to throw caution to the wind. He was going right down the throat of his target ship. If Wasp remained undetected, he’d be able to drop two plasma torpedoes right into the guts of the target.
“Captain, I have a scan on the transport group, sir.” Garret knew immediately from the excitement in Forsten’s voice. “All ships are located precisely as expected.”
Garret’s expression morphed into a feral smile, the look of a predator on the hunt. “All personnel, the mission is a go.” His stomach clenched, and he could feel the excitement, the tingling in his arms. Wasp hadn’t seen any action during the time she was posted to the Amiens battlegroup…this would be Garret’s first combat as a ship captain.
“Ensign Carson, prep the tombs.” The five acceleration shells on Wasp’s bridge were mounted to the port side wall in a single row. The shells looked a bit like upright coffins, which explained how “tombs” had become the nearly universal slang used to identify them.
“Tombs ready, captain.” Carson’s response was almost immediate. He had run a diagnostic on his own just before Garret’s command. Without the tombs, the crew would probably be crushed to death or suffocated by the massive acceleration Wasp’s engines would put out after the ship fired at its target. Tau Ceti was a major Caliphate choke point system…there were enough warships orbiting the planet to blast Third Squadron’s three tiny craft to plasma a dozen times over. Running like hell was the only viable tactic, and Wasp would be blasting with all the thrust she could generate.
There was a lot of talk about new expandable systems designed to be built into the chairs and workstations themselves, eliminating the need for separate shells. Garret was skeptical, but he was all for it if it was real. Getting rid of the tombs would be a huge space saver. And extra room on a warship meant additional weapons, bigger reactors, and more powerful engines. More combat power.
“Lieutenant Forsten, run a diagnostic on the weapons control system. I don’t want any slipups.” Garret knew weapons control was functioning perfectly, but he thought it would do his crew some good to have something to do. Other than sit and wait to see if they were detected before they got to the firing point. If they were picked up before they fired they had very little chance of getting out of the system. Garret knew that, and so did his crew. There was no point giving his people time to sit and think about that.
“Yes, sir. Commencing test now.”
“Very well, lieutenant.” Garret turned toward the communications workstation. “Ensign Randall, put me on shipwide com.”
“Yes, sir.” A brief pause. “Captain, you are online.”
“Attention all personnel.” Garrett’s voice was steely, firm. He was exhilarated at the prospect of commanding his people in combat, and all he wanted them to hear was the resolute voice of their captain. “We will be entering firing range within the next twenty minutes. We have served together for some time, but this will be our first combat operation.” He paused, but just for a few seconds.
“We are here to forestall a Caliphate invasion of one of our worlds. We can save hundreds of Marines from death in combat. We can spare thousands of civilians from the nightmare of an occupation that could last for years.” He could feel his excitement growing. How many times had he imagined addressing his crew before battle? His mind flashed back for an instant, over the years, thinking about his own commanders and the things they had said as their ships went into combat. Now it was his turn.
“There is no crew I would rather have right now, and no ship in the fleet I would trade for our own Wasp. I know each of you will do his or her duty.” He took a breath. “We have reviewed this operation multiple times. At the first alarm, all personnel not directly engaged in weapons control are to report to the tombs.” The first alarm would be sounded three minutes before they reached the firing point. “The second alarm is the firing point. When that klaxon sounds, I’m counting on fire control to pump two plasma torpedoes into the belly of the beast. You’ll have three minutes to enter your final targeting solutions.”
He took a quick glance around the bridge before continuing. “Weapons teams, I want you in your shells within one minute after firing. We’ll have to leave it to the ship’s computer to run the damage assessment.” The computer would have done most of the work anyway. Much of what the crew did on a warship was redundant, supervising and confirming data crunched by the ship’s AI. But Garret wanted that redundancy; he wanted to know that both man and machine were at work.
“Exactly 90 seconds after we fire, the ship’s computer will execute a full strength burn of the engines. We will be accelerating at 21g, so anyone caught outside their shell is going to be in rough shape. It is vital that we begin thrusting as soon as possible…any delay will only decrease the probability of our escape. So the scheduled burn will not be delayed.” He paused. “Not for any reason. Make sure you are in your shells on time.” Another pause, longer this time, the seriousness of his last point hanging in the air. “Now let’s go and get these bastards!”
Garret couldn’t see the faces of the crew, not most of them, at least. But from the expressions of the bridge officers, he decided his little speech had done its job. He flipped the com, switching to the direct line to Engineer Carson. “Lieutenant, I want you monitoring the reactor constantly while we’re in the tombs.” The chief engineer had a special shell with internally-accessible readouts and a special AI interface. Garret planned to run the reactor well over its specified capacity, and he wanted it watched carefully.
“Yes, sir.” Carson seemed tentative. There were a few seconds of silence before the engineer added, “Sir, I still advise against running the reactor at 120%...especially as a massive power spike.”
“Understood, engineer.” Garret’s voice was calm and even, not at all unpleasant. It was Carson’s job to warn him of the risks, and he wasn’t going to slam the engineer for speaking his mind. But Garret knew what he was going to do. “Continue according to plan.” The chance of a critical reactor accident was a lot less than that of getting blown to bits by the enemy fleet if they didn’t haul ass out of the system. At least that’s what Garret believed…and his was the only vote that mattered. It was on his shoulders. If his people escaped successfully - or if they were blown to atoms by a reactor explosion – it would be his responsibility…the result of his decisions.
“Five minutes to firing point, captain.” Forsten’s eyes were glued to his display as he spoke. He was manning the tactical station, but he was also Garret’s XO.
“Very well, lieutenant.” Garret glanced around the room. He was pleased with his people. This would be the first time into battle for many of them, but they were all focused and in control. He took a breath himself. He’d seen plenty of combat during his years as a junior officer, but this was the first time he was in command, and he felt a tension, a tightness in his gut. It was different – worse – than what he’d always experienced before. Garret was cocky and aggressive, but that didn’t mean he was immune to fear. He’d been afraid every time he’d gone into battle. But this was new.
The klaxon sounded the first alarm. Three minutes to launch. “Bridge crew to the shells.” Garret didn’t need the crew for the next three minutes, not just to relay him reports he could get directly from the computer. In truth, there was no reason he couldn’t button up too, but there was no way Garret was leaving his command chair. Not until the last second.
The second alarm sounded. The lighting on the bridge brightened as the reactor surged to full power. “Reactor at 120%, sir, and functioning within acceptable parameters.” The relief in the engineer’s voice was obvious. Massively spiking the reactor power was dangerous, and he was glad it was over with.
“Very well, engineer.” Garret could feel his face flush. The excitement coursed through his body, driving away fear and doubt. “Weapons control, fire!” Garret’s command was superfluous. “His crew already had their orders, and before he’d even finished speaking Wasp lurched hard as her dual tubes launched two over-powered plasma torpedoes toward the enemy transport.
Garret got up from his chair and walked to his shell. He pressed the button and stepped back as the front opened. He hated the tombs. He paused and took a deep breath before he stepped backwards into the enclosure. The front closed with a loud click, and Garret felt the injection delivering the drug cocktail that would aid his body in enduring the forces of acceleration.
He couldn’t move in the shell, but he still had access to the comlink. He waited quietly, counting off the seconds, then he winced as Wasp’s engines fired on full power and the pressure hit him. Even in the tomb, 20g was a lot to take. The shell increased atmospheric pressure, helping to force the air into his straining lungs. He could speak, at least enough to give commands, but it took considerable effort.
“Enemy transport A identified as a Sahara-class heavy troopship.” Garret had been waiting for ship’s AI to complete the damage assessment. He could feel the tension in his body, waiting. “Both torpedoes impacted the target amidships. Preliminary data indicates massive structural damage, internal fires, and loss of atmosphere.”
Garret’s felt the urge to jump with excitement, but the shell held him firmly in place. Bullseye, he thought, a huge smile creeping over his face…that ship is gone!



Chapter 5
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Struve 2398 System
Approaching Lacaille 8760 Warp Gate
Garret took a deep, unassisted breath. The crushing pressure was gone. For most of the past three months, Wasp and Scorpion had executed an almost constant series of acceleration and deceleration burns, putting three systems between them and Tau Ceti. They’d been deep in enemy territory when they began their flight, and they’d transited through Caliphate and CAC systems since. But the next jump would bring them closer to home.
Lacaille 8760 wasn’t a very important system, but at least it was Alliance space. They’d been out of touch for three months, with no communication at all except direct ship-to-ship laser transmissions. At least they’d be able to connect with the Commnet system in Lacaille and get caught up on the status of the war.
The two vessels were all that remained of Third Squadron. Badger took a chance hit from the orbital fortress during its attack run and lost an engine. With half its thrust capacity gone, the ship had no chance to escape. Squadron Captain Simmons’ last orders were to forbid Wasp and Scorpion from trying a hopeless rescue. Garret almost ordered his ship to come about anyway, but he realized Simmons was right. Wasp had a full crew, and his responsibility was to them now. The Alliance was at war and couldn’t afford to throw away ships and trained crews on hopeless acts of heroism. Especially when they didn’t have a chance to make a difference. There was no way to decelerate and return to help Badger, not in the time she had left.
Garret listened silently to the incoming transmissions, grimly following the battle and the ultimate destruction of the squadron flagship. He ordered the AI to restrict the com to his shell only – he didn’t want his crew listening when they couldn’t do anything to help. It wouldn’t help Captain Simmons and his people, and it would just sap the morale of Wasp’s crew.
He could feel the elation from the successful attack run draining away, flushed excitement replaced by frustration and grief. That wasn’t just a ship under attack – it was Garret’s commanding officer, his comrades in arms. He was following Simmons’ orders, and he knew there was nothing he could do to alter the outcome…but he still felt disloyal. He hated himself for running for the warp gate while his brothers and sisters were being hunted down and destroyed.
His thoughts drifted, as if his mind was trying to force itself away from the tragedy unfolding on the comlink. He thought of Captain Horn at the Academy and, for the first time, he truly understood the immense pressure on the captain’s shoulders…and the kinds of decisions it was hard to live with.
The drama dragged on, Badger thrusting as strongly as her sole surviving engine could manage, trying vainly to outrun her pursuers. Simmons pushed his ship to the breaking point but, with only one engine, she simply could not produce the thrust she needed to outrun the Caliphate hunter-killers. The HKs were the enemy’s answer to the fast attack ships, and they relentlessly pursued their wounded prey, finally closing to firing range two light minutes from the warp gate.
Simmons and his crew didn’t go down without a fight, and their fire inflicted heavy damage on two of the attacking ships. But Badger was damaged and outnumbered 4-1. The mathematics of war asserted themselves, and she erupted into a massive fireball as two plasma torpedoes hit in rapid succession.
Garret felt the breath sucked from his lungs as he realized what had happened. The end came so quickly, Badger wasn’t even able to send out the Delta-Z signal of a doomed ship. One second she was there, firing at the enemy with all she had and the next she was just gone.
It had been almost three months now, and it was still surreal to Garret. Part of him kept waiting, half-expecting to hear Simmons on the com, giving orders to the squadron. But there was nothing. Wasp and Scorpion were on their own.
“Nelson, calculate time to warp gate insertion at present course and speed.” The command AIs were something new, installed just before Third Squadron embarked on its current mission. The quasi-sentient artificial intelligences were custom designed to interact seamlessly with each captain. Garret, always a student of military history, had named his Nelson. It would be a few years before he realized the stunning unoriginality of his choice. By then, there would be dozens of Nelsons serving the command officers of the fleet.
“Yes, admiral.” The AI spoke normally, in a voice that could easily have belonged to one of the crew. “Insertion in one hour, eleven minutes, 47 seconds.” The AI paused for an instant. The hesitation was for effect, not because Nelson needed time to calculate. It was all part of the overall programming to make the computer seem more human. “Scorpion will transit 37 seconds later.”
“Very well, Nelson.” Garret still wasn’t sure what he thought about the AI. He felt a little silly conversing with it as if it were a member of the crew. But there was an efficiency to it he couldn’t dispute.
“Ensign Randall, get me Captain Compton.” Garret wasn’t ready to let the AI do everything.
“Yes, sir.” Randall worked his board for a few seconds then turned toward Garret. “I have Captain Compton, sir.” Terrance Compton commanded Scorpion. He was a good friend of Garret’s, his constant companion through five years at the Academy. The two had graduated from the same class, and they’d served together much of the time since then. Garret’s commission was three weeks older than Compton’s, so that made him Third Squadron’s new CO.
“Very well, ensign.” Garret nodded as he flipped on his ship to ship com. “Are you as sore as me, Terrance?” Garret didn’t have Compton on visual, but he’d have bet his friend was smiling, trying not to laugh in the middle of his bridge.
“I’m pretty worn out, but I imagine not as much as an old man like you.” Garret was three months older than Compton, a fact the younger man had begun to enjoy more and more as the two progressed from brash new officers to ship captains. “That was quite a run. I’ve never spent so much time in the tombs. At least we’re almost home.” Then, with a grimmer tone. “But we didn’t get back without a price, did we?” Compton hadn’t found it any easier to run away while listening to the enemy hunt down and destroy Badger.
“No.” Garret’s voice was equally somber. “We didn’t.”
The two men were silent for a moment. Finally, Compton spoke up. “So, squadron commander…what’s up? Any orders?”
“Let’s just stay on course and transit back to friendly territory.” Garret fidgeted around in his chair trying to get comfortable. The bruises all over his body didn’t make the rigid seat any more restful. “I think the crews have had enough of the shells for now.” Garret took a quick breath and continued, “Besides, the reactors and the engines need a break. We’ve been working them hard without a stop.”
“No joke there. I have the engineer doing a full diagnostic on both. He should be done before we transit.”
Garret frowned. He should have ordered that too. Careless, he thought, annoyed with himself. Compton had gotten one up on him, but Garret would be damned if he was going to admit it.
“Ok, Terrance, just stay on course and tidy things up on Scorpion. Check in with a status report before we transit.”
“Will do.” Compton was technically insubordinate with his overly casual demeanor, but ship captains were an elite fraternity, and it wasn’t uncommon to dispense with the formalities. They both had their helmets on, and no one else was listening…and these two were as close as brothers.
“Garret out.” He flipped the comlink and double-checked to confirm the line was closed before he spoke. “Nelson, have the engineer conduct a full diagnostic of the reactor and engines before we transit.”
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“Something’s wrong here.” Garret was whispering to himself, but Nelson heard him.
“Are you addressing me, captain?” The AI’s smooth voice was loud in Garret’s earpiece.
“No, Nelson, just talking to my…” Garret paused for a few seconds then snapped his head to the tactical station. “Lieutenant Forsten, I want silent running immediately. Scorpion too. Inform them by direct laser com.” Garret was looking straight ahead, staring at the main viewscreen, but he was seeing nothing but his thoughts. Something was wrong…he didn’t know what it was, but he could feel it…
“Wasp and Scorpion on silent running, captain.” Forsten tried to hide his confusion at Garret’s order, though not entirely successfully. The term was archaic, a reference to old wet-navy submersibles. It was originally literal, a method of operation designed to avoid detection by sonar devices that picked up sound. The term was more symbolic in the space navy, though the purpose was the same. In modern usage it meant a minimum expenditure of energy in order to maintain a small scanner profile.
“Nelson, connect to the Struve 2398 warp gate scanners. I want a complete report on any ships that have passed through.” It was a border gate, and with the CAC and Alliance at war there shouldn’t be any traffic at all. But something was off.
“Warp gate scanners non-responsive, admiral.” Nelson’s tone changed slightly, suggesting a state of heightened concern on the part of the AI. It was purely for Garret’s benefit, part of the algorithm that controlled Nelson’s interface with the admiral. “With your permission I will perform a scan for residual transit signatures, filtering out the imprints of Scorpion and Wasp.”
“Yes, proceed immediately.” Garret found it a little unsettling when his AI predicted orders before he issued them. He pulled up the database entry on Lacaille 8760 and skimmed through it. A backwater system…two planets, neither of which had been worth a major colonization effort. Just a small outpost and a research station examining storm activity on the first planet.
“Captain Garret, warp gate residual scan inconclusive. Energy traces detected, but not in sufficient quantities to confirm any transits within the last 72 hours.”
Garret’s head snapped around, a pointless gesture since Nelson wasn’t actually on the bridge. To him, inconclusive meant someone had come through that gate. The war’s been going on for five years, he thought…that energy signature should be stone cold.
Warp gates emitted pulses of energy whenever matter passed through them. The amount of energy was variable, based on the mass and time between successive transits. The exact calculation was still being hotly debated among Earth’s physicists, but the presence of any energy at all meant something had gone through the gate. Readings in the range Nelson detected could conceivably be the result of a meteor transiting recently. Or it could be the remnant of a fleet’s passage weeks earlier. There was no way to be sure.
The enemy came through here, he thought. He couldn’t prove it, couldn’t be sure. But he felt it…and the more he thought about it the more it made sense. Lacaille was a pretty worthless piece of real estate; that much was true. But it was also lightly defended, especially for a border system. And its other connection was Wolf 424…and that led to Ross 614 and its four warp gates. It was a long way around, but an invasion through Lacaille could ultimately threaten Columbia, Atlantia…most of the rest of the Alliance core worlds.
Garret was taking a big leap. An invasion by that route would pose significant logistical problems. But if the enemy could pull it off, the surprise would be devastating. All he had to go on was some trace energy readings and his own gut. But he was convinced.
“Nelson, get me a direct laser com link to Captain Compton.”
The AI responded almost immediately. “Captain Compton is on your line sir.”
“Terry, take a look at these warp gate energy scans I’m sending over and tell me what you think.”
Garret was about to instruct Nelson to transmit the full report when Compton responded. “I’ve already seen it, Augustus.” Compton was smiling, though Garret couldn’t see it on the audio-only connection. “I was about to com you about it.” He took a deep breath. “And I know what you’re thinking.”
Garret could tell Compton was on edge. Stress tended to bring out his British accent. Compton was from London, the son of a moderately powerful politician and a strikingly beautiful Cog girl who’d caught his eye. Reginald Compton eventually tired of his teenaged concubine, and he returned her to the East End slum where he’d found her. But he couldn’t quite bring himself to banish his son to the life of a penniless Cog, so Terrance grew up in the care of hired nannies in a flat his father rented expressly for the purpose.
Reginald suggested a naval career for his son. It was a respectable option, and one that effectively rid him of his embarrassing offspring. The navy was not above political influence, and he was sure he could pull some strings and get his son admitted to the Academy. But Terrance saved him the trouble, scoring in the top 1/10 of 1% on the Test and gaining admittance without political favors. Compton had always been a loner…until he met his roommate at the Academy, a cocky little shit from Terra Nova. The two became friends almost immediately, closer than brothers…though that didn’t stop them from competing savagely with each other at every opportunity.
“Are you thinking the same thing?” Garret was always surprised at the extent he and Compton thought alike.
“There’s not much evidence to support that kind of conclusion, you know.” Compton’s voice was unconvincing, as if he were offering a perfunctory note of caution he didn’t really believe.
“Yes, but that’s not what I asked you.” Garret knew his comrade had to play devil’s advocate, but he was annoyed anyway.
“Yes, it occurred to me.” Compton’s admission was grudging. He was aggressive by nature, but he was still more cautious than Garret. He wanted more evidence, while Garret was ready to follow his hunch all the way. “But I’m not convinced.”
“Well I am.” Garret’s conviction was growing as he spoke. But what should he do? How could the remnants of Third Squadron derail a major CAC invasion force? “So, assuming we’re right, what do we do?”
Compton sighed. His head didn’t like the leap Garret was making, though his own gut agreed with his friend and commander. “Well, first we need to figure out what they’re planning.” He paused a few seconds, thinking. “They would need to set up some kind of logistics pipeline running through this system.” Another pause. “If you want to risk the energy output, I’ll launch a probe. We can confirm if the warp gate scanners were knocked out…or it it’s just a com failure. Then we’ll know.”
Garret hesitated. A probe could reach the warp gate with minimal thrust, but it would still increase their own chance of detection, especially if the enemy had seeded the area with their own scanner buoys. Whatever Garret and Compton were going to do, they would have to remain undetected as long as possible.
When Garret didn’t respond, Compton added, “I know it’s a risk, but I think it’s worthwhile. It’s doubtful they’d picked up a low-power probe at long range, and if they have buoys deployed, they’ve probably picked us up already anyway.”
Garret was still silent, but he realized Compton was right. If there was any kind of enemy detection grid here, it would probably have found Scorpion and Wasp when they passed through. He couldn’t be sure, but it was time to take a gamble. “Alright, Terrance. Do it.” A slight pause, then: “As little power as possible.”
“Will do.” Garret could hear Compton speaking to someone on his own bridge. “We’ll launch in two minutes, Augustus. Computing minimal thrust required to offset out current velocity and complete a level two scanning run.”
“Very well.” Garret was nodding, though Compton couldn’t see.
“Computations complete. In six hours we’ll know for sure.” Compton’s voice was slightly distracted – he was managing the probe preparations on his end.
“Good luck, Terrance. Talk to you in six hours.”
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Garret was watching his screen closely. The probe had left no doubt – the enemy had been there. The warp gate detection grid had been completely obliterated. There was no sign of enemy scanner buoys, however, and Garret had refused Compton’s request to have the probe execute another burn to revector for a closer inspection. He was betting the enemy didn’t bother with seeding a temporary net around their entry warp gate. From their perspective, it only led to friendly territory, and the last thing they could have expected was for two Alliance ships to transit from there. Garret could be wrong, but he felt comfortable enough with his guess that he didn’t want to increase the risk of detection. Every time they fired thrusters – on the ships or a probe – they increased the chance that anyone else in the system could pick them up on a scan.
Wasp and Scorpion were coming in slowly, heading toward the densest section of the system’s asteroid belt. The shattered remains of the system’s third planet, the belt was an ideal place to hide…or to find anyone who was trying to stay hidden. They’d had to exert significant thrust to change their own vectors, but Garret had kept it to an absolute minimum…which meant no additional burns to build velocity. They had no idea what was going on in Lacaille, or in any of the systems down the line, but stealth was the one thing they had working for them. Garret was going to hang on to it as long as possible.
“Captain, I have Captain Compton on direct laser com.” Forsten turned to face Garret as he spoke.
“Connect to my com.” Garret knew Compton wouldn’t be calling without a good reason. “Yes, Terrance. What is it?”
“We’ve had two intermittent scanner contacts.” Compton paused. “They may be nothing. With the density and makeup of this asteroid belt, it very well could be a phantom reading.”
“But you don’t think it is.” Garret knew Compton well enough to understand that Scorpion’s captain was convinced he’d found an enemy ship hiding among the asteroids.
“No.” Compton paused and sighed softly. “But it’s mostly a hunch I’m going on. That’s not a lot to justify abandoning silent running to go chasing what is probably a figment of my imagination.”
“I’m willing to go with your gut.” Garret trusted Compton’s intuition, and besides, it made sense. If the enemy had come through this system and moved on to the next, the asteroid belt is precisely where they would have hidden a scout. “Transmit the coordinates over here, and I’ll take a look and get back to you.”
“On the way. Compton out.”
Garret looked down at his display. The coordinates of Compton’s scanner contact were already there. He stared down at the figures. Intercepting the projected vessel wouldn’t require a huge vector change. If Garret buttoned his people in the shells and executed a full burn, it would take about 30 minutes to put Wasp and Scorpion on a direct trajectory for the suspected scanner sighting. It would make his tiny squadron easier to detect…blasting at full thrust was like lighting a signal flare. But if the target was sitting stationary, the rapid thrust was the likeliest way to catch them before they could accelerate and flee. Besides, if it was a scout sitting there, Garret’s ships would pass by pretty closely on their current heading – they might be detected even in silent running.
“Nelson, calculate an optimum thrust angle and duration to intercept the projected target.” Garret was still considering what to do, but in his gut he’d already decided. “Lieutenant Forsten, I want a full diagnostic on all weapons systems.” He paused then added, “And instruct Scorpion to execute the same.” He smiled. He knew Compton would think of that himself, but he couldn’t resist giving Scorpion’s CO a little jab by reminding him.
“Thrust plan ready, captain.” Nelson waited until Garret had finished speaking. “Shall I enter into the nav computer?”
“Yes…and transmit to Scorpion as well.” Garret looked around the bridge. His people had performed well, not just in the attack on the troop transports, but also in the extended flight afterwards. He was proud of them. Now maybe they’d score another kill in this campaign. “We will execute in 15 minutes.”
“Weapons diagnostic complete, captain.” Forsten had run the test quickly; Garret was impressed. He’d trained his crew hard since taking command, and now he could see the payoff. “All systems 100% operational and ready.”
Garret flipped on the shipwide com. “All personnel, I want everybody in the shells in five minutes. We will be executing a 30-minute full thrust burn. The ship’s AI will make an announcement one minute before we cut thrust. I want everyone out of the shells and back at their posts in two minutes. All personnel will take a grade two dose of stims as soon as we cut thrust. The shells have been programmed for automatic injections.” Garret paused and took a breath. “When we emerge from the shells we will be under combat conditions, approaching our target. I know I can count on each and every one of you to be at your 100% best. You have my complete confidence and my unreserved pride.”
Good, he thought…that should pump them up. He stood up and stretched slowly. Thirty minutes wasn’t a long time in the shells, but after the flight from Tau Ceti there wasn’t a spot on him that wasn’t sore already. “Ok, people, let’s go. Into the tombs.”
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Garret could feel the excitement building inside him, the same electric feeling he’d had at Tau Ceti when Wasp was bearing down on the troop transport. We really caught them with their pants down there, he thought…time to do it again. Wasp and Scorpion had burst into the asteroid belt and confirmed Compton’s scanner contact was real. There they were, two CAC freighters tucked in neatly behind one of the larger asteroids, sitting at a dead stop.
“Battlestations.” Garret spoke softly, his voice betraying none of the excitement he felt. Wasp’s klaxon sounded, calling her crew to their positions. Garret sounded the red alert early. He couldn’t see it on the bridge, but he knew his people were rushing to their stations, and he wanted to give them extra time to get in position. Wasp was back on silent running, and with no acceleration and no unnecessary energy use, the ship was a zero gravity environment. His people were well-trained, but zero gee still slowed response times, no matter how much practice the crew had.
“You were right, Terry.” Garret was speaking privately with Compton – both ships were at battlestations, and the captains’ helmets were on and sealed. Suicide boat crews took survival suit protocols seriously. A battleship was a lot of dense heavy metal alloy wrapped around you, but it didn’t take much of a hit to tear open the thin hull of a fast attack ship. You didn’t want to die in agony because you were too careless to button up your suit.
“Looks like.” Compton was trying to hide his self-satisfaction. He and Garret had been trying to one-up each other since their first year at the Academy, and spotting these ships first was a definite point for him. “What do you think? Supply for an invasion force?”
“Probably.” Garret had been thinking the same thing. “We’re too far out for positive ship-class IDs, but it looks like these are a couple of big tubs.” He took a deep breath. “They could carry reloads for a serious task force. We could be sneaking up behind a major op…”
Nelson interrupted. “Captain Garret, we are detecting energy output from the enemy vessels.” There was a pause while additional readings came in. “Energy profile consistent with impending engine burn.”
“Looks like they’re going to run for it.” Garret was still listening to Nelson while he was talking to Compton.
“Yep…we’re getting that too.” Compton sounded slightly distracted…he was also getting reports while he spoke with Garret. “Should we kick things up?”
Garret was silent, thinking. Most freighters had low maximum thrust capacities, but the CAC had a few combat transports that could accelerate fairly quickly. They still weren’t close enough for positive IDs, and he wasn’t about to let these guys escape. “Prepare for 3g thrust in three minutes. That should be enough to close before they can get out of our attack arc, and at 3g we won’t need to button up in the shells.” Three gees of thrust wasn’t pleasant to sit through, but the crew could take it without any special protection.
“Got it. Three gee burn to commence in three minutes.” Compton repeated the order to his own tactical officer. Then to Garret: “Happy hunting, Augustus.”
“And to you. Let’s take these bastards down. Garret out.”
“Torpedo solution locked into firing computer, captain.” Forsten’s voice was firm and confident. Garret had really come to appreciate the skill and poise of his tactical officer. “Ready to fire on your command.”
“Very well, lieutenant.” Garret flipped his com to his AIs circuit. “Nelson, I want a 3g burn, commencing in two minutes. Synchronize with Scorpion. Thrust vector directly toward enemy vessels. Adjust to match any movement by the target.” Wasp was going after one of the freighters and Scorpion the other.
“Yes, Captain Garret. Thrust solution calculated and ready to execute.”
Garret leaned back in his chair, counting down roughly in his head. His hands tightly gripped the end of the armrest, and his legs tingled with nervous excitement. Back into battle, he thought…his second attack as commander. He’d imagined this all his life, and now he was there, leading his ship, about to attack the enemy. It was just like he’d always expected…and nothing like it too. He was tense, but he felt strangely at home, as if this was where he’d always been meant to be. He was energized by thrill of command, the exhilaration of battle, but the pressure was there too, worse than he’d imagined it. He was keenly aware that the lives of his crew hung on every decision, every word that came out of his mouth, and it bore down heavily on him.
“Prepare for engine burn in six zero seconds.” Wasp’s central AI made the announcement, acting on Nelson’s instructions.
Garret shuffled in his chair, trying vainly to position himself comfortably before the engines fired. The rest of the bridge crew was doing the same. Three gees wasn’t really dangerous, but no one was going to enjoy it either.
“Three zero seconds to burn.” The main AI’s voice was generic, not exactly mechanical, but not as natural as the individual units either.
“Captain, the enemy vessels are firing their engines. Preliminary estimates indicate thrust of 4g.” Nelson’s voice this time, in Garret’s headset. “Compensating thrust angle to match.”
Four gees…that’s about right for a freighter, Garret thought. If that’s the best they can do, we’ve got them.
“Executing thrust in 5 seconds...4, 3, 2, 1.”
The ship lurched as the engines fired, and the near-zero grav of the bridge was replaced with the crushing feeling of 3 Earth gravities. Garret breathed deeply, struggling slightly to manage it.
The enemy ships were thrusting at an angle roughly perpendicular to Wasp’s approach vector, trying to maneuver their way out of the vessel’s firing arc. Nelson had recalculated the thrust angle to compensate, but Wasp’s initial velocity was considerable and, at 3g, it would take much longer to significantly alter the ship’s composite vector. Still, unless the freighters could do better than 4g, they weren’t going to get away…at least not before Wasp and Scorpion got off a shot.
“Approaching maximum firing range, captain.” Forsten had a variety of duties, but this was his primary one. The ship’s tactical officer, he was the captain’s direct conduit to Ensign Jinks and his crew manning the weapons systems.
“Hold fire, lieutenant.” Garret’s eyes were focused like lasers on his screen. The display projected a 3-D image, showing the relative positions in space of Third Squadron and the fleeing enemy transports. “I want to get a good shot. We can get a lot closer in than this.” He glanced up, over at Forsten. “Advise Captain Compton to wait until optimum firing range as well.” Garret knew he didn’t need to tell Scorpion’s CO to hold for his best shot. If anything, Compton was cooler and more patient than he was. But there was no reason to be careless. Garret the junior officer wouldn’t have considered that; as a captain, he was steadily becoming aware that everything that happened under his command was his responsibility. If one of his people screwed up, it was their fault – and his for letting it happen.
“Nelson, confirm optimum firing range based on current acceleration and vectors.” Garret had done his own calculation; now he wanted to see how close he’d come.
“Recommended firing range is 2,435,000 kilometers.” Nelson’s response was immediate. Garret smiled – it had taken him several minutes to do his own rough estimate. “We will reach firing position in 4 minutes, 35 seconds.”
“Very well, Nelson, transfer firing instructions to Lieutenant Forsten’s station. Nelson could have handled the entire firing process, but Garret wanted to keep his tactical officer involved. He relied on Forsten for insight and input into strategy, and he felt bypassing him could only lessen his focus and attention.
“Lieutenant Forsten, Nelson is sending the firing plan to your display.” Garret looked over at the tactical station. “It’s your shot, lieutenant. Give Ensign Jinks the go-ahead when you are ready.”
“Yes, sir.” Garret could hear the enthusiasm in Forsten’s voice. Helping his junior officers develop was important to Garret, and he took it seriously. When he’d served as tactical officer on the cruiser Chicago, Captain Lissen, the CO, had been very hands on. He’d micromanaged his officers and constantly second-guessed them. He was a capable officer, but toxic to his staff’s confidence and growth. Garret promised himself he would be different when he rose to command rank, and he’d never forgotten his pledge…though now he realized how difficult it could be to sit back and trust someone else with important operations.
“Approaching optimum firing point.” Forsten was calling off the attack sequence. “Tubes one and two, loaded and ready. Firing system fully charged.” The plasma torpedoes were enormously powerful weapons for a vessel as small as a fast attack ship, and firing them took almost all the power Wasp could generate.
“Ensign Jinks confirms targeting solution.” Forsten was staring down at his screen. Nelson and the attack computer had both plotted and verified the solution, but the tactical officer and chief gunner checked it anyway. Missing with a plasma torpedo was a huge waste of ordnance. Wasp carried only 8 of the weapons, and she’d expended two of those attacking the troop transport in Tau Ceti. Once all 8 were gone, the ship would have very little striking power. She had secondary weapons - two dual laser turrets and a spread of light cruise missiles, but nothing with much chance of hurting a larger ship.
“Firing solution confirmed. Torpedo launch in 20 seconds…” Wasp would have to repower its systems after firing the torpedoes. She’d be virtually non-functional for almost a minute after launch.
“Ten seconds…” And if she missed, it would be at least fifteen minutes before she could recharge the plasma system for another shot. A quarter of an hour was an eternity at close fire range; any ship moving at substantial velocity would likely pass out of fire arc and range before the system was ready to go again.
“Five, four, three.” Garret braced himself as Forsten counted down. It was reflexive – the ship would lurch hard when the mag-cannon fired the torpedoes.
“Two, one…firing!” Wasp bucked once, then again a couple seconds later. The tubes didn’t fire simultaneously; the system needed to stagger the energy drain, so there was a 2.4 second delay between launches.
“Torpedoes away, captain.” Forsten’s voice was firm, but a little tense. In a minute they’d know if they scored a hit.
Garret was watching the tactical officer, observing his body language. He was impressed with the young lieutenant. He was aggressive, and he kept his cool, even in battle.
“Torpedo detonation in ten seconds…five…four…three…two…one.” Forsten started down at his screen, silent for a few seconds. “Sir, scanner reports two direct hits!” His voice rose in pitch – he was excited, and it showed.
He’s young, Garret thought, listening to the tactical officer’s outburst…but he’s good too. And Ensign Jinks as well. Forsten and Jinks had fired four torpedoes on this cruise, and they’d hit with all of them.
“It’s gone, sir!” Forsten turned to face Garret, a wide smile on his face. “The enemy freighter…it’s just gone!” The scanners confirmed it. Wasp’s torpedoes had obliterated the enemy vessel.
Garret tried to hide his smile. “Good work, lieutenant, but let’s maintain our composure.” Forsten had a great future, but he needed to control his excitement better. There’s nothing wrong with him but youth, Garret thought with amusement…and he’ll grow out of that.
Forsten turned back to his screen. Garret would want a report on Scorpion’s shot as well, and he didn’t want to wait until he was ordered to check. “Scorpion scored a direct hit as well, sir. Their second torpedo detonated approximately 30,000 kilometers from the target.” He was silent for a few seconds as he read the data. “Enemy ship is critically damaged, sir. Secondary explosions…she’s streaming air. No detectable power generation.” Forsten turned again to face Garret. “My preliminary analysis is she’s dead in space, sir.”
Garret was monitoring the damage assessment reports as well, though he’d remained silent and allowed Forsten to report. He sat silently, savoring the moment. He felt as much excitement as Forsten…probably more. He could feel the thrill, the intense satisfaction. But he hid it better.
“A good showing all around.” He turned to his left. “Ensign Randall, prepare to bring us about for deceleration.”
“Yes, captain.” Randall turned to his workstation and spoke softly into his com. An instant later: “Coming about now, sir.”
It was hard to sense the effects of the positioning thrusters, but Garret had been in space for more than a decade, and he could feel the subtle force. Wasp was equipped with six of the small jets, which were used to change the orientation of the ship itself. Wasp had changed to a facing opposite the vector of its current velocity. To an onlooker with a perspective to see the ship’s movement, she would appear to be flying backwards. When Garret ordered a new engine burn, the thrust would begin to decelerate the ship.
“We are in position and ready to begin deceleration on your command.” Randall paused, looking down to check his display. “Scorpion reports ready as well.”
“Both vessels are to decelerate at 1.5g, commencing in two minutes.” Garret leaned back in his chair. There was no point in subjecting the crew to any higher gee forces until he decided where they were going next. But first it was time to land a small jab. Scorpion had sighted the enemy ships first; he conceded that. But Wasp had landed both her torpedoes and Scorpion just one. He knew his self-satisfied smugness was immature and beneath the dignity of command. But that didn’t stop him. “Ensign, get me Captain Compton on my com.”



Chapter 9
Control Center
AS Wasp
Wolf 424 System
“Oh my God. There she is.” Garret was speaking quietly to himself. He stared into his display, mesmerized. He was feeling a mix of sensations…excitement, tension, fear. They’d just transited into the Wolf 424 system, and they were running silent again. He was still elated from taking out the two transports. Until the first scanning report in Wolf 424 came in.
The initial data confirmed it was big, more massive even than the large supply ships. At first Garret thought it might be another, even larger, freighter. Then it fired a laser blast no transport could have managed. Wasp was still far out, and the scanning data was rough. It took the AIs longer to identify the contact, but now they’d confirmed it. A Shang-class capital ship.
Garret swallowed hard. This was no unarmed freighter…it was a battleship with twenty times the tonnage of Wasp and bristling with weaponry. And it was chasing something, a much smaller vessel.
“Ensign Randall, get me a laser com link to Captain Compton.” Garret was staring at his screen, waiting for an ID on the second ship.
“Yes, sir.” Randall was silent for a moment. It took a little time to set up the direct laser link. Finally, he turned and looked over at Garret. “I have Captain Compton on your line, sir.”
“Terrance, are you picking up what we are?”
“I think so.” Compton’s voice sounded tense, distracted. “What the hell is a CAC battleship doing here all alone?” A short pause. “And who are they pursuing?”
“No idea. I’ve been trying to figure who might be…” Garret stopped abruptly. Ensign Randall interjected, something he’d only do if he had critical information.
“Sir, we’re getting a distress signal from the smaller ship. Alliance protocols.” Randall was edgy. He didn’t like interrupting Garret’s communication, but he knew the captain needed to know.
Garret’s head snapped around. “Any ship ID?”
“Working on it, sir.” Randall was focused on his workstation. “The signal is really broken up.”
“Did you get that, Terry?” Garret was looking over at Randall as he spoke, as if staring at the back of the ensign’s head would make him work faster.
“Yes. We’re picking it up too.” Compton sighed. “No ID yet here.”
“Captain, it’s the Burke.” Randall looked up from his display and met Garret’s gaze. “It’s a research vessel. We don’t have any information on its mission or manifest yet.”
“Very well, ensign. Let’s…” Garret hesitated, thinking. Burke? Why was that familiar? He couldn’t place it, but he knew the name.
“Sir?” Randall was looking intently.
Garret waved the ensign off. Why, he thought…why do I know that name? Then it hit him. Charlotte. He hadn’t heard from her for a couple years, but the last letter she sent had mentioned her new posting. It was a research ship, and he was pretty sure it was the Burke.
“Captain?” It was Randall. His voice was halting, tentative. Garret had just silenced him, but he knew the captain would want to hear what he had to say. “Sir, we’re getting more info from the Burke.”
Garret snapped out of his dreamy trance and looked over at Randall. “Report, ensign.”
“Sir, the Burke has heavy damage. Her engines are out, and she’s moving at better than 0.03c. It looks like she got caught behind this enemy offensive, and was trying to escape. Just before she got out of range she took a hit and lost her reactor.” Randall glanced down at his board and back to Garret. “The enemy battleship is ceasing pursuit. Its thrust appears to be well below capacity.” He paused, unsure how much he wanted to speculate. “Sir, it looks like she’s damaged as well.” Another pause. “It’s hard to be sure at this range, but my guess is she’s in rough shape.”
Garret’s mind snapped away from Burke, from Charlotte. He felt a stirring in his gut, the feeling of a predator stalking wounded prey. “Terry, you still there?” He thought he’d left the line open.
“Yes, I’m here.”
“What do you think of that? Garret was pulling up the incoming data on the enemy ship as he spoke. “She looks pretty badly hurt.”
“She’s still a capital ship, Augustus.” Compton’s voice was measured. He was considered one of the most aggressive commanders in the navy, but in his partnership with Garret he tended to be the restraining influence. “If you’re thinking of taking her on we better be damned sure she’s hurt and hurt badly.”
“I know, but if we can take out an enemy capital ship…” Garret let his thought trail off into a long pause. “I’m going to launch a probe to get a closer look. I know it may give away our location, but I think it’s worth the risk.” He paused again then added, “It doesn’t look like she could catch us anyway.”
“I hope you’re right.” Compton knew Garret was dead set on going after the battleship. He felt it was his place to offer at least a passing note of caution. Not that Garret would listen anyway. But Compton’s caution was half-hearted; he wanted to go after the enemy ship as much as Garret did. “But I agree. I say do it.”
“Ensign Randall, I want a probe launched toward the enemy battleship.”
Randall turned and looked at Garret for a few seconds. He opened his mouth, but he closed it again without a word. He was going to warn that the probe would significantly increase the odds of them being detected, but Garret knew that, of course. “Yes, sir.” He worked at his board for a few seconds. “Probe ready, sir.”
Garret leaned back in his chair and took a deep breath. “Launch.”
Wasp shook as her magnetic catapult fired the probe. The reactor on the small drone fired up and it blasted toward the enemy ship at 40g.
“You there?” Garret’s line to Compton was still open.
“Yes. Still here. And you’re going to tell me to get ready to restart my reactor because we’re likely to be detected now anyway.” Compton let a little amusement slip into his voice. He knew Garret well, better than anyone. The two of them thought alike most of the time.
“Yes…” Garret suppressed a small laugh. “…that’s what I was going to tell you.” He was glad his connection with Compton was audio-only. He didn’t want to give the smug SOB the satisfaction of seeing the amused look on his face. “And run a weapons diagnostic. If we go in, we’ve got to be perfect.”
“Yes, sir.” Compton’s tone was an odd cross between respectful and mocking, especially on the “sir.”
“Just do it.” Garret had to clamp down on another laugh. “Garret out.” He turned to Lieutenant Forsten. “Lieutenant, have the engineer prepare for high-speed reactor activation.”
“Yes, sir.” Forsten was already reaching for his board, and a few seconds later he was passing Garret’s order to engineering.
Garret swung around toward Randall’s station. “Ensign, run a full diagnostic on the plasma torpedoes and point defense systems. I want everything ready to go on short notice.”
“Yes, sir.” Randall snapped his reply quickly and hunched over the workstation, punching in the parameters for the test. He could feel the tension, in his shoulder, his stomach. He knew his commanding officer well enough to realize Wasp was going into battle. But this time it wasn’t going to be a troop transport. Battleships were dangerous adversaries, even when they were all banged up already. If Garret went after this wounded prey with just Wasp and Scorpion, he was going to have one hell of a fight on his hands, and everybody on Wasp and Hornet would be in there with him.
Garret had become almost totally absorbed by the idea of taking on the enemy battleship. But he had the Burke to deal with too. And possibly Charlotte. If she was on board he had to rescue her. He knew it was his duty to help the Burke no matter what, but the thought of his childhood love stranded forever on a ghost ship was too much to imagine. Could he take on the enemy ship and save Charlotte? Was she even on the Burke?
“Ensign Randall, send a communication to the Burke.” So much for running silent. He didn’t have a direct laser link set up to the research vessel, so Wasp would be broadcasting in the clear, advertising her presence. “Request a complete status update.” He took in a deep breath and held it for a long while before exhaling. “And ask if they have a Charlotte Evers on their crew.”
Randall nodded, but the look on his face was one of confusion. “Yes, sir.” He paused for a few more puzzled seconds before turning to his panel and setting up the communication.
“Lieutenant Forsten, prepare an attack plan to take out the enemy battleship. I want a course that keeps us as close to the Burke’s projected location as possible.”
“Yes, captain.”
Garret leaned back, his face a mask of determination, with only the slightest shadow of doubt in the background. I’m coming Charlotte, he thought, though he wasn’t even sure she was on the Burke. I can take out this battleship and loop back to get you in time. He paused for a few seconds before muttering under his breath. “I know I can.”



Chapter 10
Control Center
AS Wasp
Wolf 424 System
“He knows we’re here now.” Lieutenant Forsten verbalized his thought. The enemy battleship had just increased its thrust to 5g. It was attempting to vector away from the two incoming attack ships, but its thrust capacity appeared to be well below normal.
The probe had transmitted back a much more detailed analysis of the CAC battleship. She was, in fact, heavily damaged. Her exterior missile racks had been ejected, and her hull was pockmarked with damage from nuclear detonations. She’d taken a number of laser hits as well, and it appeared that many of her systems were running at substandard levels.
“Yes, lieutenant, it would appear so.” Garret’s tone was firm, a mild admonition to Forsten. Blurting out his thought wasn’t a major transgression, but Garret didn’t want to let discipline erode, especially not now. Not when he was going after a ship twenty times the size of Wasp. He stared at the incoming data on his screen. The enemy ship was a Shang-class capital ship, which made her one of the CAC’s largest battleships. She was a powerhouse, bristling with weapons, but Garret was focused on one thing.
“Lieutenant Forsten, get me Captain Compton.”
“Yes, sir.” A short pause. “I have Captain Compton, sir.”
“Terry, you’ve seen the data, right?” Garret’s voice was soft, distracted. He was still deep in his own thoughts as he spoke.
“Reviewing it now.”
“I need your gut.” Garret pulled out of his introspection, focusing completely on Compton. “You think her bays are knocked out?”
The Ming class battleships carried 18 heavy fighter-bombers, usually C-111 Monsoons. If the Ming could launch five or six of those, it wouldn’t matter what shape the rest of her weapons were in…Scorpion and Wasp wouldn’t get close to her.
“My gut is her bombers are long gone.” Compton sounded fairly confident, though perhaps not entirely convinced. “Considering the amount of damage, I can’t believe she managed to recover any of her squadrons.” He paused, staring at the steadily growing list of data on his screen. “I don’t see any way those bays could be operational.” I hope, he thought silently.
“I agree.” Garret’s voice was strong. He’d made his decision. “I just wanted to confirm with you.” He took a deep breath. “Get your folks ready for battle. Garret out.”
He turned toward Randall’s workstation. “Ensign Randall, plot an intercept course.” Garret was staring intently at his screen. “Compute minimum thrust necessary to close to firing range.” He looked up from his workstation. “We still have to rescue the Burke.”
“Yes, sir. Calculating now.” Randall’s voice was distracted; he was already working on the plot.
“Coordinate with Scorpion. I want a synchronized attack run.” Garret could feel the excitement building. The chance to take out a CAC battleship was more than he could have hoped for, and he could hardly sit still in his chair.
“Yes, sir. Almost done with the plot.”
“Augustus?” It was Compton on the command line.
“Yes, Terry? You should be receiving our projected intercept course in a few seconds. I want you to synchronize. We’re going in together, and we’re going to plant four plasma torpedoes right in her gut.”
“Augustus…” Compton’s voice sounded troubled. “I want to take this battleship on too, but shouldn’t we link up with the Burke first? Those are Alliance civilians on there.” He paused. “And we don’t know what their condition is. Aren’t they our first priority?”
Garret hesitated. On some level he knew Compton was right. He thought about Charlotte again, possibly trapped on that damaged ship. He couldn’t imagine not saving her…if she was there at all. But the lure of the battleship was too strong. It took hold of him and pushed other thoughts aside. Two suicide boats trapped behind enemy lines taking out a battleship? It was the most glorious thing he could imagine; it was everything he’d dreamed of his entire life. His mind raced, justifying what he wanted to do. He didn’t have to choose - he could take out the battleship and still save the Burke. He was sure he could.
“We sent a communication to the Burke, Terry. We should have a response in about an hour.” Garret knew he was rationalizing, but he was ready to believe his own justifications. “We’ll get right back to the Burke after we take down this battleship.” By then we’ll have an update, and we’ll know exactly what we’re dealing with.
Compton started to respond, but he cut himself short. He knew Garret too well to think he could change his mind. The lust for glory was too strong. Compton felt it too…he wanted the battleship as much as Garret did. But the civilians needed them too, and there was no guarantee they’d get back to save them. They had no concrete information on the battleship’s specific damage. It was possible, likely even, that Scorpion or Wasp…or both…would be destroyed in the fight. A capital ship, even a wounded one, was nothing to take lightly.
“Alright, Augustus.” Compton sighed softly. He’d given in. “Send me the attack plan and I’ll get it locked in over here.”
“You should have that any minute. Garret out.” He leaned back in his chair, staring at the information scrolling across his screen. His mind drifted, images of a young Charlotte, smiling…she always smiled for him. He’d loved her then…and in his moments of self-honesty he knew he still did. But he’d left her behind, discarded her to pursue his dreams. He could sugarcoat it any way he wanted, deep down he knew he’d chosen glory over her. He’d done it twice…once when he left for the Academy, and again after graduation. He could have arranged a posting that would have allowed them to be together. But Augustus Garret wanted a trajectory to captain’s rank and beyond. And officers on the command track didn’t have spouses; they didn’t have girlfriends and boyfriends. They were married to the navy, and they sacrificed all they had to the service.
Was he doing it again? Was he deserting her when she needed him? No, he told himself. He would rescue Charlotte right after he destroyed the enemy battleship. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind about it…at least not one he’d let himself consider.
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“Activate all point defense batteries.” Terrance Compton sat in his command chair, looking straight ahead as he snapped out orders. Like everyone else on the bridge – everyone on Scorpion – he was wearing his survival suit, and his helmet was on and sealed. His ship was heading into battle.
“Point defense lasers ready, sir.” Lieutenant Kiernan shot back the reply almost immediately. “Projected time to firing range, 45 seconds.”
“Very well, lieutenant.” Compton’s voice was calm. They’d known the enemy capital ship had at least one functioning laser cannon…they’d seen it firing at the fleeing Burke. Now they knew the battleship had a missile launcher operating too. The incoming volley was small, only 11 missiles, but Compton wasn’t going to let his people get sloppy. If they screwed up, if one of those 75 megaton warheads got through, it could vaporize Scorpion with a near miss. “I want the shotgun crews on standby, ready to fire on anything that gets through.”
“Yes, sir.” The shotguns were something new, a series of multi-barrel coilguns blasting heavy metal projectiles into the path of oncoming missiles at hyper-velocity speeds. At the velocities involved, it didn’t take a very large chunk of osmium-iridium alloy to take out a missile. Compton had never used the shotguns before, but he had high hopes for the innovative system. Squadron Captain Simmons had run some training exercises with the new weapons before 3rd Squadron left the Amiens battlegroup, but none of Scorpion’s crew had ever fired them under combat conditions.
“Laser batteries engaging enemy missiles, captain.” Kiernan’s voice was mostly calm, perhaps just a touch of edginess. Odds were, Scorpion and Wasp could intercept 11 missiles, and it looked like that was all the enemy battleship had to throw at them. Still, there were no guarantees…it was very possible that one or more of the warheads would penetrate the point defense zone and detonate close enough to cause serious damage.
Compton nodded slightly, but he didn’t respond. He knew it was hard for the crew to sit there, waiting to see if they survived or not. There were six, maybe eight members of the crew – less than 10% - directly involved in the anti-missile effort. Everyone else had to sit tight…and see if their comrades saved their lives.
“Three missiles destroyed.” Kiernan was counting the hits out loud. Compton hadn’t ordered her to do it, but it was arguably within her sphere of duties. He didn’t see what harm it would do, so he let her keep it up, though he was as focused on the tactical display as she was. “Five down.”
It’s the lasers, Compton thought…the lasers are the big threat. He was still a bit distracted by the missiles, but he was thinking mostly about the Shang’s laser batteries. They’d fired one at the Burke…and it was a heavy laser cannon, part of the battleship’s main armament. It had been a bad shot, nowhere close to the target, but the probe reported it was at full power. A heavy laser cannon was a weapon designed to fight other capital ships – it could destroy Scorpion with one direct hit…or blast it to rubble with two or three glancing shots.
“Nine missiles intercepted, sir. Coming into shotgun range.”
That caught Compton’s attention. He wanted to see his newest weapons in action. The point defense lasers were very effective, but they had to score a direct hit on an enemy missile hundreds of thousands of kilometers away. The shotguns were an area effect weapon…any missile caught within a 2 klick radius had at least a 30% chance of destruction. Thirty percent didn’t sound very effective, but successful point defense was based on a layered approach, and the shotguns promised to add another tier of defensive protection to the mix.
“Both remaining missiles destroyed by shotgun batteries, sir.” Kiernan was turned around, facing Compton.
That was quick, Compton thought. Destroying two missiles wasn’t a very conclusive test, but he was impressed anyway. He wasn’t looking forward to the next missile barrage that would head his way, but he’d be curious to see how the shotguns fared against a heavier attack.
“Projected entry into laser range in 12-14 minutes.” Kiernan again, following the book on making announcements. “Laser interdiction systems report fully operational.”
The LIS, commonly referred to as angeldust, fired bursts of reflective material to interdict and dissipate incoming laser fire. They were highly effective when well-targeted, but it was notoriously difficult to place them properly. Lasers attacks traveled at lightspeed, so gunners had to anticipate the lines of fire in advance. Success tended to be a seamless cooperation between man and machine, the computers calculating possible angles of attack and the gunners adding their own gut instincts.
“Very well.” Compton hated this part…the waiting. He knew his ship could damage the enemy vessel, even destroy it. But the plasma torpedoes were a short-ranged weapon, and Scorpion would have to endure the enemy laser fire long before it could launch its own attack. “Prepare for random zigzag pattern, 1-3g bursts, 4-20 second intervals.”
“Yes, sir.” Kiernan bent over her workstation, furiously entering data for a few seconds. “Evasive maneuver instructions locked into navcom, sir. Ready to activate at your command.” Once the program was activated, Scorpion’s navigation computer would execute a series of semi-random engine burns designed to confound the enemy’s targeting systems. The randomization wasn’t total, however; the navcom would keep the ship within preset parameters of its initial course.
Compton sat quietly, waiting just as everyone else to see what weapons the wounded battleship had left. He was focused on the enemy, as he always was in battle. But he couldn’t get the Burke out of his mind. He was nagged by the thought that their first duty was to rescue those civilians. He glanced at the chronometer…in about fifteen minutes a response from the research vessel should reach Wasp and Scorpion.
“Entering projected laser range in one minute, captain.” Kiernan’s crisp voice pulled Compton from his thoughts about the Burke.
“Very well, lieutenant.” Compton cleared his head, forcing himself to concentrate on the enemy battleship. “Execute navcom program.”
“Yes, captain.” Kiernan moved her fingers over the workstation and, almost immediately, Scorpion lurched hard as the AI executed nearly 3g of thrust.
“Angeldust crews authorized to fire at will.” Good anti-laser crews needed freedom to use their own instincts as well as the numbers crunched by the AIs…and Scorpion had a very good crew. Compton trusted his people, and he wasn’t going to second guess their shots.
“Yes, sir.”
The ship lurched hard again, thrusting now at 1.8g. The engines were firing along a radically different vector, but that change wasn’t perceptible inside Scorpion. The vector change moved the ship slightly from its previous line, making it more difficult for a laser battery to score a hit.
“”Laser fire, sir.” Kiernan drew out the words slightly, eyes on the display waiting to continue the report. “Clean miss. It appears to have been aimed at Wasp.” A short pause then: “Definitely a heavy laser cannon.”
Damn, Compton thought. They’d detected the shot against Burke from far out, and there was no way to measure accurately its power. Now they knew for sure. It was one of the battleship’s primary laser batteries, a weapon designed to fight other capital ships. Compton had been hoping the enemy vessel was down to secondary lasers. They would have been bad enough, but a direct hit from a primary could easily destroy his ship. The hunting expedition had now become a gauntlet Scorpion and Wasp had to run.
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“I want that fire under control.” Garret’s voice was sharp…and loud. He was pissed, and it showed. “Now!”
“Yes, sir.” Forsten’s voice was showing the strain. No one had wanted to believe the crippled CAC battleship still had any of its primary armament functioning. The hit Wasp took was partially dissipated by a well-placed angeldust cloud, and it was off-center…a glancing blow. But it was enough to rip through the vessel’s engineering deck. The engines were offline, and there was a fire near the reactor. With the loss of the engines, the ship lost its evasive maneuvers, making it much easier to target. Garret was doing what he could to keep up the zigzagging with the positioning thrusters, but they just weren’t strong enough to accomplish much. A second hit, even another glancing blow, would be the end of Wasp.
“Laser interdiction crews, I want maximum fire, best possible dispersion pattern.” The angeldust was all Garret’s ship had left to protect itself. They’d be in range to launch torpedoes in another two minutes, but two minutes could be a very long time.
The com crackled with the angeldust team’s acknowledgement, but Garret’s attention had already shifted. “Lieutenant, what is the status on that fire?” Wasp was in rough enough shape, but if the flames got any closer to the reactor she’d lose power…and that would be the end.
Forsten took a quick breath. “Sir, Ensign Finch requests permission to evacuate the affected sector.”
Fuck, Garret thought…that was bad on two counts. If Finch was running things, it meant Lieutenant Carson was down. And if he was already looking to smother the fire with vacuum, things were worse down there than Garret had thought. “Ensign Finch is authorized to use whatever means he considers necessary.” Garret was angry, not at his crew, but at the situation. At himself. He’d underestimated the enemy, convinced himself it would be an easy kill…not because he had solid evidence, but because he’d wanted to go after the prize. Now they had the fight of their lives on their hands…and the fate of the Burke’s crew hung in the balance. If Scorpion and Wasp lost this fight they would die…Charlotte would die.
He pushed that thought out of his mind. He didn’t even know for sure she was there. And he didn’t have time for self-recriminations now. His ship needed him. If they were going to get through this, it was going to take everything he had.
Wasp shook…Finch depressurizing the engineering deck, Garret immediately realized. It was an extreme measure, but it would work. The vacuum would kill the fire instantly, and the rest of the ship was sealed off from the effects. As long as all the bulkheads held.
“Captain, Ensign Finch reports all fires are out. He is repressurizing now, but he can’t assess the damage until they can get back in there.” Forsten looked down at the workstation. “Captain, we have a message coming in from the Burke.”
“Hold it, lieutenant.” Garret’s resolve shook a little, but it held. He had to win this fight first before he could do anything for the Burke. He was imagining what the message said, and in his mind it was Charlotte’s voice. He knew that was foolishness, and he shoved it hard, deeper into the back of his mind. There was no point in allowing distraction now. They were committed, and winning this fight was the only way anyone was getting out of this system alive. “Arm plasma torpedoes.”
Garret had been counting off the time between enemy shots. They were clearly suffering some sort of power loss on the CAC vessel. Normally those lasers would recharge in less than a minute, but the enemy was firing more like every three. If we get through this, Garret thought, that’s going to be why.
“Plasma torpedoes ready, sir. Ensign Jinks wants to know if you want to try a long-ranged shot or hold until point blank.”
Garret was silent for a few seconds. He’d intended to hold fire until short range, but now he wasn’t sure his ships would get that close. Not unless they knocked out that laser battery.
“Sir!” Forsten’s voice was loud, almost shouting. “Another laser shot. Scorpion’s been hit.”
Garret’s gut clenched, but his combat instincts stayed in control. “How bad?”
“No data yet, sir.” Forsten was frantically working his displays. “Looks like it clipped her port and aft. Captain Compton is still assessing damage.”
Garret reached toward his com controls, but he pulled back. The last thing Terrance Compton needs now, Garret thought, was the squadron commander on his ass…he’ll report when he can.
“Advise Ensign Jinks to prep his best shot at long range with two torpedoes.” Garret swallowed hard…his throat was dry and tight. “But I want two held back for a point blank shot.”
“Yes, sir.”
Garret sat quietly, staring at the main screen. He wanted to target these shots himself, but he knew Jinks was a top notch gunner…and the ensign had been following the enemy ship in the targeting scope. He and Forsten had proven themselves to be a top notch team so far. Garret knew jumping in now and firing off a shot himself would just be more hubris. You’ve done enough to get your people killed, he thought…now you have to trust them to do their jobs.
The ship bucked softly, then again. A few seconds later, Forsten turned and spoke softly. “Two shots away, sir.”
The bridge was silent. Everyone knew how much was riding on Jinks’ targeting. The plasma torpedoes were material weapons, and at this distance it would take almost two minutes to reach the target. Garret was counting down softly. Based on the enemy’s rate of fire and the timing of that last shot, he figured it was 50/50 they’d get another laser blast off before Wasp’s torpedoes hit. If they hit.
“Enemy ship changing thrust pattern, sir.” Forsten was staring into the scope on his console. “It looks like they’ve detected our launch.”
Garret didn’t respond. He leaned back in his chair, sliding around as always, unconsciously trying to find the non-existent comfortable spot. There was nothing any of them could do now but wait. The enemy ship would try to evade Wasp’s torpedoes, but with its degraded thrust capacity, its options were limited.
“Projected torpedo impact number one in ten seconds.” Forsten’s tone was edgy, his voice cracking slightly. “Five…four…three…two…one…”
There was silence on the bridge. Not for the first time, Garret envied the ground-pounders, who could usually hear their ordnance and see if they scored a hit. Wasp’s target was over a million kilometers away, and its crew would discover quite clinically whether their torpedoes found their way home.
“First torpedo wide.” Forsten was narrating the flow of data they all had on their workstations. “Clean miss.”
Garret could feel the emotions deflate all around him. The whole crew was watching, waiting. It would take at least five minutes to reload the tubes even if Garret chose to expend his last two torpedoes at long range.
“Torpedo two looks good!” Forsten’s voice was high pitched, excited. “Confirmed, captain. Direct hit, amidships!”
Garret let out a long breath. One hit was probably not enough to take out a capital ship, even one that was badly hurt. The damage assessment would give an idea how much Jinks’ shot had helped them. He was focused on one thing…knocking out that laser. But had they? At least we’re on the scoreboard, Garret thought grimly.



Chapter 13
Control Center
AS Scorpion
Wolf 424 System
“I want that thrust now!” Terrance Compton was usually measured and calm, but he didn’t like to repeat himself.
“Working on it, sir.” Lieutenant Kiernan was scribbling hard. Scorpion’s AI systems had been knocked out, and they were still rebooting. But that was going to take three minutes, and Scorpion didn’t have three minutes. She looked up. “This is a little rough, captain.” Kiernan was nervous, afraid she’d miscalculated. Plotting courses by hand was difficult to say the least.
“Execute, lieutenant.” Compton leaned back, regaining his composure.
“Yes, sir.” Kiernan turned, nervously dictating the thrust angles to the navigator in clear, slow tones. This was no time for carelessness. There was enough chance she’d made a mistake in the math.
Scorpion lurched as its thrusters fired at 5g, slamming the bridge crew hard into their seats. A few seconds later there was the relief of freefall, and then another hard burn along a different vector. The ship was zigzagging wildly, trying to shake the enemy targeting. But despite appearances, there was nothing random about the nav plan. Compton was positioning himself for a shot.
“Lieutenant Horton, are you done rerouting fire control yet?” Compton had his finger to his ear, speaking loudly and slowly into his comlink. Scorpion’s com was working, but there were overloads throughout the system, and the connection with engineering was staticky. The last hit had taken out Scorpion’s gunnery center. Lieutenant Crowel was dead along with his entire team, the primary targeting systems so much torn up junk.
“Not yet, sir.” There was a lot of interference, and Compton had to struggle to understand his chief engineer. “I’ve had to replace two junction boxes and reboot the targeting software.” There was a short pause. For an instant, Compton thought the com had failed, but then Horton’s voice was back. “I’ll have it operational in two minutes…three tops.”
“Two, engineer.” Compton’s reply was sharp and quick. “Two minutes.” There was only one person left alive on Scorpion who was going to take this shot…Terrance Compton.
“Yes, sir.” The stress was obvious in Horton’s voice, even over the damaged connection.
“Sir, Wasp is launching torpedoes!” Kiernan spun around as she spoke, her voice loud with excitement.
Compton’s head snapped toward his own screen, watching the plotting trajectory of Garret’s two torpedoes. Long range, Compton thought as he stared at the two yellow symbols that represented Wasp’s ordnance.
“Project range to target one minute, forty seconds.” Kiernan was narrating the progress of Wasp’s attack, though everyone on the bridge was frozen, monitoring the torpedoes on their workstations for themselves.
Time passed slowly on Scorpion’s bridge. Waiting. Just waiting. Feeling the seconds slowly pass, watching to see if Wasp’s attack would succeed. Compton, staring at his screen, impatient for Scorpion’s own weapons to come back online. And through it all, the nerve-wracking wait for the enemy to fire its next laser blast…an attack that could come any time or not at all. An attack that could easily destroy Wasp or Scorpion.
“One minute until impact range.” Kiernan’s eyes were focused on the targeting display.
“Captain…” Horton’s voice on the com. “…You’ll have fire control in 30 seconds, sir.” The distortion in the com line made it hard to understand, but Compton had been waiting for this.
“Very well, engineer.” Compton pulled up the targeting scanner, staring intently, waiting for the system to finish booting up. His eyes were narrow, focused. He shut out everything else, even Wasp’s two torpedoes. They would hit or not, but his focus was now on Scorpion’s shot.
“Missed.” It was Kiernan, disappointment replacing the excitement in her voice. “Wasp’s first shot missed.”
Compton wasn’t listening; he barely heard the tactical officer’s voice. He was staring, computing the targeting angles, waiting for the system to activate so he could fire. His eyes bored into the scope, his concentration rigid, unshakeable. Good targeting was 99% mathematics and 1% instinct. But it was the 1% that made the difference. And Terrance Compton had been one of the best gunnery officers to set foot on a fast attack ship. He was a little rusty, but with his chief gunner dead, Compton wasn’t about to trust anyone else with the shot.
“Hit!” Kiernan almost jumped out of her seat. “Wasp’s second torpedo. A direct hit!”
There was a murmur on Scorpion’s bridge, but Compton ignored it. His eyes were locked on the targeting computer, watching it come online as Kiernan’s shout echoed across the bridge. He had his targeting solution already, but he checked it again. His fingers tightened slowly, pressing down on the firing pad. Scorpion lurched as one of its torpedo tubes blasted its ordnance into space. Two seconds later, Compton’s fingers squeezed again, the second torpedo accelerated from the attack ship, streaking toward the enemy vessel.
“Torpedoes away, sir.” It took Kiernan a second to realize Compton had fired, but then she was tracking the weapons, plotting their course. “Trajectory looks good.” A pause. “One minute, thirty seconds to impact.” Another pause. “One minute fiftee…captain, energy spike on the enemy vessel!”
Compton’s head swung around. “Angeldust battery…fire! Evasive maneuvers.” The energy pulse wouldn’t give Scorpion much warning, maybe two seconds. Then the destructive power of the laser shot would lance out from the enemy ship at lightspeed.
“Enemy laser hit on Wasp, sir.” Kiernan was a brave officer, and one who would never push off danger on her comrades. But she couldn’t keep all the relief out of her voice. Scorpion was in no condition to endure another hit.
Compton leaned back in his chair, outwardly calm, but inside struggling to keep his cool. “Damage report, lieutenant.”
“Unclear, sir.” Kiernan was frantically working the scanner controls, trying to get an idea how badly Wasp was hurt. “It looks like they managed to partially interdict with their angeldust launchers, but it still looks bad, captain.”
Compton’s screen was split, half displaying the meager information they were getting from Wasp, the other side tracking the telemetry of his torpedoes. His eyes darted back and forth, but finally he focused on his shot. There was nothing he could do for Wasp in the next minute anyway…and if Augustus Garret couldn’t save her, not a thing Compton did would matter.
“Forty seconds to torpedo impact.” Lieutenant Kiernan had come to the same conclusion. It was looking very much like the fate of the squadron rested on those two torpedoes working their way to the target.
Well, Compton thought grimly, if you were ever going to score a hit, now is the time. The seconds peeled away slowly, each instant stretching agonizingly before it finally gave way to the next. Thirty seconds, an eternity…then twenty.
“Ten seconds.” Kiernan’s voice was edgy. They all knew what was riding on this. Another laser hit and Wasp would be done for. Scorpion might survive a hit, but she’d be a mangled wreck. No…it was now or never. This was the battle. And everyone on Scorpion knew it.
Compton stared at his screen. He’d get the data as quickly as Kiernan, but the tactical officer stayed focused on her duties, relaying battle data to the captain. Scorpion’s life support systems were still functioning, and the bridge was a comfortable room temperature. But Compton could feel the sweat dripping down his back, first a single drop, then heavier, the inside of his suit becoming slick and uncomfortable.
“Five seconds.” Kiernan sat completely still, reading off the countdown. It was only an estimation, of course. Both the target ship and the torpedoes would be making vector changes. A hit could come 3 or 4 seconds early or as many late. “Two, one…”
There was silence on the bridge, all five officers present simultaneously staring at their workstations and listening for Kiernan’s report. The first outburst came 2, maybe 3 seconds after the initially projected detonation point. “Hit!” she exclaimed wildly. Then, a few seconds later, “Another hit!”
A murmur of excitement rippled across the bridge, but Compton’s people were too professional to let it get beyond that. Kiernan was reviewing the incoming data, preparing the damage assessment, and she’d report as soon as she knew anything.
Compton was relieved…there were no guarantees, but he knew two hits probably gave Wasp and Scorpion the edge at least, even if they didn’t take out the enemy vessel completely. But his thoughts were drifting elsewhere…to Wasp…and to the Burke, which was still careening off into space, its shattered engines unable to decelerate or alter its vector.
“Let’s get that damage assessment, Lieutenant Kiernan.” Compton’s voice was firm, but also distracted. He was thinking about the Burke…and he had a bad feeling. “We need to finish up with this battleship. We’ve got someplace we need to be.”



Chapter 14
Control Center
AS Wasp
Wolf 424 System
“I said increase thrust 25%. Am I going to have to repeat myself again?” Garret’s voice was caustic, his eyes glittering with rage. Wasp was hurt…badly hurt. She was finished as a warship, he knew that much. Her main structural spine was fractured, her primary power conduits hanging on by a thread. A battleship might have gone to the shipyard for a total rebuild, but Garret knew his brave little attack ship was on her last mission.
“But, sir…yes, captain.” Forsten had started to argue again, but then the resignation flowed over him. “Increasing engine output 25%.” His hand paused on the control. He knew the engine wouldn’t take it. Garret knew it too, of course, but the captain was determined to take any chance…any chance at all.
The combat against the enemy battleship had been a fight to the finish. Compton’s hits had nearly crippled the thing, but they hadn’t knocked it out completely. In the end, Wasp and Scorpion had been forced to close to point blank range and finished it off with their cruise missiles.
Now Wasp and Scorpion were chasing Burke. The civilian ship was dying, its life support all but exhausted. It would be a close race between freezing and suffocating, but unless one of Garret’s ships could catch the runaway research vessel, everyone on board would die. And everyone included Charlotte Evers. Garret had confirmed it…she was the chief of the ship’s xenobiology team.
The battle had lasted hours longer than Garret expected, and both ships had taken heavy damage. Now they were pushing battered systems to their limits, straining to accelerate and match velocity with Burke in time. Garret’s responsibility was to every Alliance citizen on that ship, but his mind was focused on only one. He had to save her. He was determined to do it with nothing but pure will if need be, but the limits of his ship’s savaged systems were unaffected by his stubbornness.
Wasp lurched forward, her single remaining engine straining, thrusting at almost 5g. But there was just too much damage. The burn lasted ten minutes, almost eleven. Then the engine failed. Garret’s crew worked wonders and got it back online. Then it failed again. Wasp was moving at 0.01c, unable to accelerate…or to decelerate and change vector. Unless they could get the tortured engine back online, she would follow Burke into deep space, becoming a ghost ship herself.
“I need that engine back online now!” Garret’s voice was cracking, the stress in it obvious, though no one onboard truly understood the true extent of his desperation.
“Negative, captain.” Ensign Finch’s voice was hoarse, the crushing fatigue coming through loud and clear. “The main power conduit is ruptured.”
“We need that thrust, ensign.” Garret was still insisting, but the energy drained from his voice. A ruptured conduit meant the engine was junk.
“I think I can patch something together from parts of both engines, at least enough to maneuver…” Finch’s voice was guarded…Garret could feel the “but” coming. “But, we’re talking about hours…ten or twelve.”
Garret sighed hard. There was no point beating up on Finch. Replacing a power conduit with a brand new one in ten hours would be impressive…rebuilding one from scrap in that time would be a miracle. But it might as well take a month. Ten hours was too long for Charlotte. Too long for everyone on Burke.
Garret flipped on the command com. “Terry, our engine is out again. We’re looking at ten hours, at least, before it’s back online.” His voice was a plea for help. Scorpion was her only chance now.
“We’re blasting full, Augustus.” Compton’s words almost choked in his throat. He wanted to promise his friend Scorpion would get there, that he would reach Burke in time to save her crew. To save Charlotte. But he knew he wasn’t going to get there in time.
There was silence on the line…Garret slowly realizing that everyone on Burke was going to die. They were going to die because he had decided to attack the enemy battleship. Compton opened his mouth silently and shut it again, not willing to worsen his friend’s pain with empty promises.
* * * * *
Garret sat bolt upright in his chair, oblivious for once to the hard plastic ridge poking his spine. His eyes stung from the air as he stared straight forward, almost without blinking. He felt as though he had jumped over a great chasm…still moving outward, not yet falling, but realizing the ground wasn’t there. He knew what was happening, but it was unreal too…like a bad dream from which he was trying to wake.
The line was open, and Garret could hear Scorpion’s boarding party. Compton was leading it himself…a gesture Garret would always remember and appreciate. Compton knew his friend would be listening, and he warned his crew not to say anything. He knew what he’d have to report to Garret, and no one but him was going to do it.
Garret listened as Compton and his people searched the silent landing bay, and he knew right away. They found three bodies lying next to workstations, suffocated and almost frozen solid. Scorpion had been hours too late. Everyone on Burke was dead. He could hear Compton’s breath, heavy in the helmet of his survival suit. Garret knew his friend would have rather faced an enemy battlefleet than to tell him what he had to.
“Augustus…” It was obvious from his voice…if Garret hadn’t been sure before, he was now. “We’re too late. They’re gone.” A short pause, then: “I’m so sorry, Augustus.”
* * * * *
Garret sat silently, lost in dark thoughts. Whatever doubts he might have had were gone. Compton had searched every compartment of Burke. His people found Charlotte in her quarters, slumped over her workstation. It still didn’t seem real. He’d only seen her a few times since he’d left for the Academy, and he’d ceased to be a meaningful part of her life long ago. But now, confronting the reality of her death, he felt as if they’d never been apart. The pain was sharp and raw, not the muted grief felt for an old friend, long since parted. His mind went back to that rainy day on the landing pad, remembering his empty promises, regretting the callous ambition that had ruled him.
Wasp’s engine was back online, miraculously repaired in less than eight hours. Finch had worked wonders, taking over when Carson was killed and patching the shattered vessel back together. The ship was basically a wreck, but it would get back to base now. Garret was lost in his own misery, but he’d remember to see that Finch’s heroism was recognized.
He owed it to her…to go see her one last time. But he couldn’t do it. Augustus Garret didn’t flinch at marching into hell itself to face the enemy, but the thought of staring into Charlotte’s frozen, dead face was more than he could bear. She’d known he was in the system…of that he was sure. He’d sent the original communication to the Burke, and he’d clearly identified himself. What went through her mind, he wondered, in those final hours? Did she even realize he’d known she was there? That was a solace he’d grasped for hopelessly…that she didn’t know he’d abandoned her again. But the comfort was fleeting. She’d known he was there…there was no doubt. She’d left him a message.
Compton had found the data chip clasped tightly in her hand. He’d almost kept it, thinking to spare his friend the heartbreak. But he couldn’t…Garret had a right to see it, no matter how much pain it caused. He’d delivered it to Wasp himself, unwilling to allow anyone else to do the deed.
Garret rolled the small chip between his fingers. He hadn’t watched it…he couldn’t. Not yet. One day he would, but now he knew he’d lose the last of his composure if he did. His ship still needed him, his crew looked to him to lead them home. They’d performed magnificently, and they deserved the best their captain could give them. Garret had failed Charlotte again. He wasn’t going to fail his crew as well.



Chapter 15
Sector Base Omicron
Alpha 9 System
The two surviving ships of Third Squadron limped into base. Scorpion was shot up badly, her streamlined hull pockmarked with a series of nasty gashes and quick patches. Half her internal systems were shut down by leaks and broken conduits. It was a miracle she was even operating under her own power. If there had been such a thing as a decoration for damage control bots, Garret would have awarded one to Compton’s automated repair workers.
As bad as Scorpion was, Wasp was in even worse shape. Garret had burned out her one good engine in the desperate attempt to catch Charlotte’s ship in time. Wasp had almost become a ghost ship herself, zooming off into deep space at 0.01c, unable to decelerate or change vector. Finch’s people had managed to repair the engine, barely, and bring her back around. The ship could just about put out 4g of thrust, not much, but enough to slowly decelerate and revector for the trip through the Ross 614 warp gate. Garret hadn’t know what he’d find there, and he fully expected to emerge in the midst of an enemy task force. Instead, Third Squadron transited into the middle of a full-fledged battle.
The Alliance forces had counter-attacked into the system, seeking to drive the CAC invaders back. The fighting had been raging for days. The two forces had approached at high velocity, engaging in a short, sharp exchange of fire before passing each other. Both fleets decelerated and turned about for another round. They were just about to engage again when Wasp and Scorpion emerged into Ross 614, behind the Alliance task force.
Neither ship had any functioning weapons systems, so they identified themselves to the Alliance commander and matched course and velocity with the fleet…at least as well as their battered vessels could manage. They would run the gauntlet past the enemy along with the entire task force. It was the only option.
The engagement at Ross 614 turned out to be a major battle, and a bloody one too. Tactically inconclusive, it was an Alliance strategic victory, halting the enemy invasion and driving the CAC and Caliphate forces back into their own space. Losses were fairly even, but Third Squadron’s destruction of the enemy battleship swung the overall calculation to the Alliance. There were capital ships damaged on both sides, but Wasp and Scorpion had scored the only outright kill.
Combat tactics were transitioning, and the opportunity to catch a battleship alone would turn out to be a rare and fleeting one. The First Frontier War had been fought by small squadrons of ships, vessels that would barely qualify as light cruisers by the standards of later conflicts. Capital ships were something new in interstellar war, and the Second Frontier War saw the rapid development of tactics built around the battlewagons.
Early battlegroup tactics were rough, and the support vessels and their crews were still learning how to protect and screen a battleship. Operations would become very sophisticated by the Third Frontier War, with well-placed escorts providing multiple layers of protection to capital ships…even damaged ones retreating from the combat zone. But in the early years of the Second Frontier War, it was still possible to sneak up and launch an attack on an isolated battleship, especially one limping away from the fight.
With the loss of their damaged dreadnought, the enemy fleet couldn’t sustain the offensive, and they withdrew. Garret and Compton and their two small ships had arguably won the campaign for the Alliance, though that victory had not, as they both knew all too well, come without its cost.
* * * * *
Garret walked slowly across the perfectly manicured grounds, glancing up at the massive hyper-polycarbonate dome and the vast blackness of space beyond. The Alliance Naval Academy was one of the greatest structures ever built by man, a massive series of interlocked modules orbiting a gas giant in the Wolf 1061 system. Under the nearly indestructible material of the domes, the Academy, many sections of it at least, resembled a university. There were fields and buildings that could have been part of any past navy’s campus, but instead of clouds and sky they sat beneath the inky blackness and pinprick stars of space.
During the Academy’s night, when the artificial lighting of its simulated day receded, the midshipmen could look up at the magnificent vastness of the universe…the battlefield they would fight their wars upon. Garret had always loved that view, clearer and more perfect than any terrestrial panorama, than any visage obscured by atmosphere and pollution. But now it was changed…or he was. Or both. He saw the beauty still, but now it was marred, imperfect. Now he also saw the death, the destruction…men and women struggling to keep their savaged and dying ships in the fight…the horrible, transfixed look on their frozen, dead faces when that beautiful black vacuum took them.
Garret was silent as he walked, deep in his own thoughts, his private struggle with himself. All his life he’d longed to taste glory, and now he had. But it wasn’t what he’d imagined, sweet and invigorating. Instead, it was bitter, gut-wrenching. He choked on it. Had he traded Charlotte’s life for it? For the fleeting rush of victory? The acclaim he’d ached for so longingly that now tore at his soul? He couldn’t imagine any accolades worth Charlotte…sweet, beloved Charlotte. Charlotte, whose love he never truly appreciated until it was lost.
He’d been away from the Academy for twelve years, but he remembered the way perfectly. The little knoll - another construct designed for effect – and the small cluster of stone buildings perched upon it. Stokely Hall, room 311, he remembered. He walked down the corridor, past the bank of lifts to the stairs. My God, he thought, it hasn’t changed at all. He could feel himself drifting back in time, remembering an 18 year-old version of himself, fresh from Terra Nova and cocky as hell.
He turned at the top of the stairs and walked slowly until he stood in front of a small sign that read, “Room 311.” He reached out and pressed the intercom button. “Admiral Horn? It’s Augustus Garret, sir.”
The door slid open, revealing an office that hadn’t changed either. Seated at an antique oak desk – the same desk, Garret remembered well – was his professor, older now, but somehow also unchanged. Except for the admiral’s stars on his collar.
Horn had long been out of the real line of command in the navy, and his eventual promotion to flag rank was a purely honorary gesture. He’d committed the cardinal sin, the one thing a serving combat leader could never do…he’d lost his nerve. It had slipped away, the ability to go back, to forget the consequences of his command decisions and face the same conflicts again.
Augustus Garret was there to talk to his old professor, to finally ask him after all these years what terrible event had driven him from the combat ranks and banished him to the classrooms of the Academy. He was there to decide if he, too, had lost the driving force a combat commander needed.
The older officer stood up and leaned across the desk toward his visitor, extending his hand. Garret could see it was shaking as he grasped it firmly. Garret had always liked Horn, though he’d pitied the man for what he had always seen as cowardice. Now he knew he’d been a fool. Stupid, obstinate bravery was easy, simpler at least than learning to deal with the consequences of command action. Facing your own death was one thing, but dealing with the phantoms, the faces of those who paid the price of those decisions…that was altogether a different thing.
“Augustus, it is good to see you.” Garret snapped to attention and gave Horn a crisp salute, but the older man was already waving him off. “No salutes today, Augustus.” Horn could see the anguish in his old pupil’s face. “Today it is just two friends talking…catching up. No officers, no chain of command.” Horn walked around the desk, extending his arms to embrace Garret.
Garret walked forward and put his arms around his old teacher. “Thank you, sir.” He took half a step back from the hug and looked into Horn’s eyes. “I was hoping we could talk about a few things.”



Epilogue
Garret closed the door behind him and walked through the silent corridors of Stokely Hall and out into the main quad. He’d lost all track of time, and now he realized he’d been with Horn almost four hours. They had spoken of many things, and Horn had told him what he’d come to hear. One thing Augustus Garret knew for certain…he would never again think of Jackson Horn as a coward. There were simply things from which no man could ever recover.
Now he had to decide if he could move past all that had happened to him, to put it behind him…to fight the navy’s wars and climb through its ranks…and put the guilt and grief in its place. Charlotte’s face was there in front of him as he thought, one moment smiling, an image from their past – and the next, terrified, begging him for help, tears streaming down her raw, red cheeks. She was dead now, and nothing he did would ever change that. Worse, she’d died knowing he hadn’t come to her aid, that he’d abandoned her once again.
The grief alone was enough to consume him. He hadn’t seen her in twelve years, not since she’d come to his graduation. He’d never intended for so long to go by, but time has a way of slipping past, draining away in small bits until the days and weeks become years gone by. Now he realized, though he’d long thought that part of his life was far behind him, he’d never stopped loving her. Memories kept flooding into his consciousness, the two of them together, always together. All those years he’d longed to leave Terra Nova, to win glory fighting among the stars. Now he wished he could go back; he ached for a single day with Charlotte, a chance to appreciate what he never truly had before, when it had been his. He wondered what life with her would have been, a life with love, but without war, without glory. But he knew that had never been his destiny.
His mind drifted to the tragic days in the Wolf 424 system. He’d been sure he could take out the CAC battleship and get back in time to save Charlotte…at least he’d convinced himself he could. His ambition had made him leave her all those years ago, and now his arrogance had gotten her killed. He would carry the guilt with him the rest of his days…and the images of the life he might have had with her, the one he’d walked away from.
He understood now, at least he thought he did, the pain she must have felt when he left her on Terra Nova, when he walked away from her again after graduation. He imagined what she must have thought, how she reconciled with the one person she trusted more than anyone leaving her behind, alone and abandoned. Garret’s own emotions had been masked by his ambition, but now the coverings were stripped away, and he felt the grief, all of it. Charlotte was gone forever…how could that be? How could he deal with that, and with his own failure?
But for all the pain, Garret knew in his heart he wasn’t finished, that he wouldn’t succumb to Horn’s fate. To let the heartbreak and guilt defeat him would be to render Charlotte’s sacrifices even more meaningless. The war was still going on, and there would be new conflicts after this one, of that he was sure. He would be there, fighting those battles, making the enemy pay the price for his pain and remorse.
The youthful cockiness that had clouded his judgment, that allowed him to turn his back on Charlotte…that was gone, as was the hunger for glory. In their place was duty, obligation, grim resolution. He could feel the chill, the emotion draining from his eyes, leaving in their place only the cold-blooded stare of a predator. Garret would heed his calling - he would carry the standard wherever his navy went to battle. He would become its sharpened blade, and he would never falter. He would destroy his enemies, the Alliance’s enemies, without pity, without mercy. That much he owed to his lost love.



AS Wasp
 
Barracuda-class Fast Attack Ship
(2nd ship in class)
Complement:
18 officers, 61 crew
Primary Armament:
Dual plasma torpedo tubes
8 – 3 gigawatt plasma torpedoes
Secondary Armament:
2 – dual light laser (500 megawatt) turrets
8 – light cruise missiles, thermonuclear-armed
Defensive Array:
4 – anti-missile lasers (50 megawatts)
2 – laser-diffusion systems (“angeldust” launchers)
1 – wide-dispersal magnetic cannon (“shotguns”)
Mark V advanced ECM system
Primary Power Plant:
1 – 16 gigawatt laser-primed fusion reactor
Propulsion:
2 – GDL Model 6 Engines (max thrust – 24g)
6 – gas-ejection repositioning jets



Western Alliance Navy
The Alliance Navy traces its existence to the Frontier Patrol, an early organization tasked with defending the Alliance’s first interstellar colonies. With the outbreak of the First Frontier War, Alliance Gov combined the Frontier Patrol with several smaller paramilitary forces into a unified command structure.
The Frontier Patrol had been recruited mostly on Earth, with enlisted personnel drawn from the Cog populations and officers from the lowest levels of the political class. But the privileged classes were reluctant to serve in space, and the Cogs generally lacked the basic education to facilitate the training required by a modern space fleet. As the war continued and expanded, the newly-formed navy began to look to the colonies themselves for recruits. By the time the Peace of Titan ended the First Frontier War, most of the active duty personnel were colonists. In the years immediately following, most administrative and support functions were also moved from Earth to more strategic locations among the colonies.
As the Superpowers continued to raid each other in space while adhering to the Treaty of Paris’ prohibition against warfare on Earth, the navy became more and more a frontier-oriented force, with little or no connection to Earth save a chain of command that eventually led to Alliance Gov in Washbalt.
Although an entirely different organization, the Alliance navy considered itself the successor to the British and American forces that had dominated Earth’s oceans for several centuries. Prickly about its short history, the young organization quickly developed a significant body of tradition, mostly borrowed from the older, predecessor forces.
The growing colonies embraced the fleet that protected them and safeguarded their trade lifelines back to Earth. Service in the navy became highly respected and, eventually, extremely competitive. As fleets became larger and space combat tactics more developed, the Alliance navy grew into the largest and most effective of all the Power’s space forces.
Despite its ultimate skill and power, the geo-political situation generally worked against the Alliance navy, and it was frequently compelled to face the combined forces of the Caliphate and CAC, often alone and outnumbered. As a result, it developed an aggressive officer corps that encouraged boldness and risk-taking. A cult of glory grew up around the senior commanders, and subsequent generations aspired to equal and exceed the exploits of those who had come before.
Augustus Garret and Terrance Compton came of age during a period of rapid growth in the size and scale of the navy. Human-occupied space was expanding rapidly and, with explorers and colonists, man also exported his wars. The senior officers of the day had cut their teeth commanding the ragtag squadrons of the First Frontier War, and they struggled to keep up with changes in tactics and ordnance. Garret and his brethren were the first class brought up from the start within the “big fleet” navy…the first ones comfortable thinking in terms of battlegroups and fleet maneuvers. He and his compatriots would set the standard for naval tactics through the Third Frontier War and beyond.
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