Command Deck


KIS Pride of Hhallas





The sensors operator on the Pride of Hhallas was a third fang, and he squinted as he read his radar display, and then his eyes widened in shock. “My Lord! The Terran ship has just launched an additional sixteen craft. And her weapons and sensor systems appear to be at full combat readiness.”


“What!?” Kr’Vak spun on his operations officer. “You told me that the Terran freighter did not pick up our position!”


The Shintahr was cowering. “My Lord, please, I believed that-”


“Silence fool. Your mistake will be addressed in time, but it will not stop our attack on the Terrans. Prepare additional fighters for launch.” The Kilrathi lord grasped the neck of his subodinate. “And if you fail me again, your head will be used as decoration for the front of this ship.” The Shintahr nodded weakly and turned to one of the communications terminals, ordering the flight deck of the Snakeir to launch more of its fighters. 


Kr’Vak cursed the incompetence of his officer as he returned to his command chair. The battle could still be won by the Kilrathi, but all element of surprise had been removed. And the Terran carrier could launch fighters at a much quicker rate then his own ship.


“My lord, our fighters have engaged the T erran craft.” His sensor officer announced. Kr’Vak grunted in response and trained his eyes on the viewports of his bridge as the engagement began.


Alpha Lead


Lieutenant Colonel Christopher “Maverick” Blair


The kick of the launch tube throwing his Rapier into space didn’t get any less intense, even if it was his second launch of the day. Blair noted his radar as he formed up with five other Rapiers to form the first element of what was the protection screen for the Tiger’s Claw. His flight of six had departed from the starboard launch tubes, Iceman was leading his own element, Beta wing, that had launched from the portside tubes. Angel’s flight had been designated Gamma wing, which was a flight of four Broadswords that had launched down the flight deck.


“Allright, Alpha lead, let’s concentrate on those fighters. Iceman, I trust you can babysit those bombers?” He asked, punching his burners and turning in on a flight of three Dralthi which were leading the Kilrathi fighter charge.


“Of course Blair. Beta wing, assume escort positions. Angel, we have you covered.” Casey replied.


“Thank you mon cher. Beta wing, we will standby until the enemy fighters have been cleared from our path. Go get them Maverick.” Devereaux’s cool Belgian accent said over the comm system.


“You got it Angel. Alpha wing, break and engage.” Blair rolled his fighter hard to port and dropped in right behind the flight of three Dralthi he had targetted. The Kilrathi pilots had been so concentrated on attacking the Tiger’s Claw’s initial escort that they didn’t notice Blair’s flight gaining time behind them. The first Kilrathi fighter didn’t have a chance. Maverick depressed the trigger and an unguided dumbfire screamed off the rail towards the Kilrathi fighter only two hundred meters in front of Blair’s own ship.


At that distance, the fact that the Dumbfire was unguided didn’t matter. It was a fast weapon and no amount of maneuvering could of saved the Kilrathi pilot. Because it didn’t have a guidance system, more room was left in the chassis to mount explosives, and Dumbfires carried twice as much destructive power as any other Confederation missiles. It detonated cleanly on the weak rear shielding of the kilrathi craft, and the explosion quickly knocked them down. It continued ballooning into a sphere of vivid orange, which slammed into the engines of the Dralthi along with fragments from the missile body. The superheated shrapnel sliced through the thin armor like it wasn’t there and pierced the engine compartment. The rear of the craft was consumed by fire and the Kilrathi ship started tumbling out of control before the fire reached the fuel tank and turned the fighter into very small pieces. “Gotcha you bastard.” Blair said.


The other two Kilrathi craft broke formation as their leader’s ship was destroyed. Alpha 2, Lieutenant Raoul “Shine” Castillo opened up with his ships’ energy weapons, peppering the dorsal shields of one of the Dralthi as it desperately tried to avoid the fire from the human ships. The third Dralthi was almost immediately rendered moot, eating a missile from Captain Marcus Rand’s fighter and exploding promptly upon impact. Moonshine celebrated his kill with a quick barrel roll and resumed his position on Blair’s wing as Maverick led his flight towards the next incoming group of Kilrathi fighters.


The Tiger’s Claw had launched another sixteen craft by then, six Raptors led by Knight, six Hornets led by Hunter and four Broadswords with Spirit in command of their element. It had taken merely two minutes from when Blair’s fighters had been launched for the techs to load the next set of fighters into the tubes, set the LIMs to the proper mass reading, close the shipboard hatches and for launch control to launch the tubes. Thirty-six Confederation fighter were now in space. But the Kilrathi were reinforcing as well, and Maverick’s radar told him that five more Kilrathi ships had launched from their own carrier, bringing the Kilrathi total up to forty one not, counting the two ships his flight had already destroyed.


His Rapier and his five wingman were now making a beeline for a set of six Grathas which were attempting to interdict Iceman’s escort flights, the last Dralthi from the initial engagement was picked off from a pilot from Eta wing, the Hornet element that Hunter was in charge of. Grathas were nasty customers. Though they were slow, they carried an armament consisting of two laser cannons and two mass drivers, and could easily make mincemeat out of the even slower Broadswords.  


Blair noticed a blue dot moving on his radar, and glanced out of the viewport. It was one of Iceman’s Epee element, which had detached from its escort position and was after-burning to meet the Kilrathi heavy fighter group. Iceman’s voice was uncharacteristically loud, trying to order the guy back into formation. “Hammer, break off and get back into formation.”


“I can’t get missile lock, he’s weaving too much…” the pilot in question said over his microphone, still charging at the Gratha flight, which was closing in on the single Epee.


“Beta Five, return to formation!” Iceman said quickly. The Epee hesitated for a moment longer before beginning its turn, and by then it was too late. The Gratha flight opened up with full guns and tore the Confederation fighter to pieces before the young pilot could even ask for help. It disappeared in a brief flash, and when the light faded, only a small piece of tailfin remained of Beta Five. 


“Five is down, Beta Five is down.” Iceman said, moving his fighter laterally across the Broadsword formation to cover the hole left by the destruction of one of his escort flight. Blair’s wing was bearing down onto the Grathas from above the Kilrathi ships. The Kilrathi pilots had easily closed in and destroyed the lone Confederation Epee, but this aggressive move brought them right in front of Maverick’s fighter. Chris depressed the trigger, scattering the Kilrathi formation with laser and neutron gun fire before they could reach gun range of the Broadswords.


Maverick pulled the Rapier behind one of the Grathas and toggled his Spiculum for lock on. The cross began to close, but the lock was never achieved as Maverick quickly rolled his fighter to avoid gun fire from a Kilrathi fighter that Blair hadn’t noticed. His shields resounded with the hits, and the indicator on his instrument console informed Blair that his shields were down to half strength.


A quick check of the radar showed who exactly was so unpleased with his presence.  While Blair’s flight had closed with the Grathas, a wing of Hhriss class fighters had formed in behind Maverick. Chris cursed himself silently for rushing in and tapped his afterburners to pull away from the slower Kilrathi craft. He pulled up into a half loop and rolled the Rapier, completing an immelman back towards the Kilrathi craft. Having broken through the Terran escorts, the Gratha were now swooping down on the slow moving Broadswords. 


“Gamma wing, take evasive.” Angel ordered calmly, increasing power to the engines of her own bomber and pulling around into a starboard turn. The Gratha formation picked their own target, Angel’s portside wingman, 1st. Lieutenant Nora “Crimson” Jones. The Kilrathi ships opened up at close range and their energy fire impacted against the strong shields of the Broadsword. The bombers’ rear turret spat neutron fire back at the attackers, knocking down the shields of one Gratha as they pulled around for another attack run.


“Wow, little help here?” Crimson asked, weaving the lumbering bomber in an out of turns to throw off the Kilrathi fire. The Grathas pressed on, and Maverick locked his afterburners in order to rejoin the engagement, tearing past the Hhriss formation that had fired on him earlier. Blair wasted no time diving straight into the fray. He depressed the trigger, and red and blue balls of supercharged gas emerged from his cannons to meet the Gratha in front of his Rapier. The Gratha turned hard to avoid the fire, right into the path of Major Micheal Casey’s Epee.


“I have him, Crimson.” Iceman said, and both dumbfires jumped off the side of his Epee nearly simultaneously and came together in holy matrimony with the armor of the Gratha. The starboard wing of the Kilrathi fighter was blown clear off, and the pilot cried out one last scream of protest as his fighter exploded around him. “You’re clear.”


“Thank you Iceman.” Jones replied, her relief clearly coming through the communications channel. A bright flash off the port side of his fighter caught Blair’s eye, and he turned to see what exactly had exploded. It was one of the troublesome Hhriss, killed by expert gunnery from Hector Paz, who had joined in on the fray with his flight of Raptors. 


The confusion amongst the Kilrathi escort units had given Gamma wing the opening they needed, and the Confederation bombers were lining up for torpedo runs on the launch bay of the Snakeir. The Kilrathi bombers were being kept at bay by Hornets flying through their formation, but that didn’t mean they weren’t attempting torpedo locks of their own. A shrill alarm sounded on Blair’s console, indicating that a torpedo had been launched, and it wasn’t Confederation in origin. Maverick swiveled his head in all directions until he caught sight of the ordinance, bearing down on the port quarter of the Tiger’s Claw from five thousand meters.


“Tiger’s Claw, you have an incoming torpedo, port side.” Blair advised. 


“We see it Alpha Lead, thank you for the heads up.” As soon as the message cut out, flak bursts and laser fire ignited space in front of the Kilrathi torpedo. It had been launched from long range, and with no other targets clouding the sensors of the Confederation gunners. An accurate flak burst blew the torpedo up two thousand meters from the carrier.


“Gamma wing, begin torpedo runs.” Blair heard Jeannette order, and her bomber flight locked in course for the Kilrathi launch bay. They had to remain on a steady course in order to get the torpedo lock, and they had to hold the lock for twenty seconds until the torpedo guidance computer calculated the phase shift on the Kilrathi shields. Twenty seconds was an eon when combat was concerned.








Alice Petersen double checked her status board and was preparing to fire yet another ‘salvo’ of Confederation fighters into space. Her finger was hovering over the launch button, waiting for Lieutenant McKeon’s all clear, when all hell broke loose two decks below the control room. The power relay supplying energy to the launch tubes picked a most inopportune time to short-circuit, and immediately all twelve launch tubes lost power. An alarm rang from her console and the status lights on all of the launch tubes were flashing red and yellow. “Damn it, we’ve lost power Lieutenant. The 2-6 has buggered out.” She said, referring to the designation of the particular power relay.


McKeon immediately turned to his status display. The primary relay was out, and the secondary had tripped its circuit breaker in response to the massive amount of power dumped on it. The lieutenant tried to reset the breaker remotely but it wasn’t responding. He toggled flight deck maintenance on the communications board. “Chief Lewis.”


Rusty had already noticed the power failure and was racing along the launch tubes and yelling at the techs. “Get the trucks in here and pull those fighters out of the tubes, we don’t want to risk a misfire if the system toggles!” Deck hands were turned into Grand Prix drivers as they swerved around missile racks with the lumbering tow carts to pull the fighters out of the launch tubes. Lewis tapped his wrist com “Lewis here, I see the fault. We’re already pulling the fighters out of the tubes.”


“Acknowledged chief, we’re switching operations over to the LSO, get those birds ready for launch down the landing deck. Get a team down to the backup relay for 2-6 and flip the breakers.”


“On our way.” Lewis replied, and he signaled for two nearby technicians to come near. “DuBois, Metcaff, go down to 2-6 and get the backup generator online.” The two techs nodded, grabbed an electrical diagnostic kit and made their way to the rear of the flight deck where the passageway down to where the relay was.








Lieutenant Commander Beverly Cavets, the operations officer of the Tiger’s Claw, hung up the comm receiver and turned to Captain Thorn and Colonel Halcyon. “Power failure in the launch tubes, relay 2-6 overloaded. Flight deck has a team heading down to get the backup relay online, but all the fighters have to be launched manually down the flight deck. LSO Munro says he can handle it but we’re down to launching four craft every two minutes.”


“Damn it, we need to take out that Snakeir’s launch bay now or we’re going to be outnumbered with fighters. Lieutenant Smith, inform our fighters of our new difficulties.” Halcyon instructed the communications officer. Smith turned to his panel and opened a radio channel to the Confederation fighters.








“….be advised, we have lost launch tube capability. Repairs should be complete in under five minutes but we can only sortie ships manually until then.” Blair knew that the success of the torpedo run was paramount to the survival of the Tiger’s Claw. If the Kilrathi were able to launch their entire complement, the Claw wouldn’t be able to keep up until her repairs were complete and by then she could start taking torpedo hits. 


His Rapiers were orbiting just astern of the Broadswords, he could risk taking his ships in with their superior shielding. The bombers were just preparing to launch torpedoes, when out of nowhere, a Salthi dived through the formation at afterburners firing his lasers. The Kilrathi fighter misjudged his angle of attack, and instead of diving through the formation, he slammed in to Gamma 4. The light fighter was completely destroyed in the collision, and the Broadsword was critically damaged, its port tail and engine block were ripped open to space. The bomber lumbered along like a drunken bird before its pilot was able to regain control enough to get it away from the flak fire. “This is four…” came a static laced transmission over his VDU. “My port gunner is dead, three engines out. I’m returning to the carrier.”


“Acknowledged Obo, good luck.” Angel replied, her remaining four bombers on course. Her formation was the only one that was in attack range, Spirit’s flight was being repelled by the Kilrathi fighters. Four Confederation fighters had been destroyed, two Epees, a Rapier and a Broadsword, and five had been critically damaged and forced to land, which had hampered launch operations even further. Eight Kilrathi ships had been killed.


Maverick watched the flak fire intensify, holding position five hundred meters behind and fifty above the Broadsword formation. It lit up the shielding of the bombers, rippling with the constant fire. “Standby….standby….torpedo away!” Angel called out. She pulled back on the stick hard and her Broadsword lurched upward as it dropped its torpedo, and the other three did the same. 


Confederation shipkiller torpedoes were slow and large, and required twenty seconds to lock on to their targets. They were also extremely expensive; one torpedo could cost upwards of six hundred thousand credits. But the risk to the pilot firing the weapon was greatly overshadowed by the benefit they produced with a good hit. Most smaller capital ships could be crippled by one torpedo hit, if not destroyed outright. No target, not even the largest ships of the line in both fleets, could withstand more than three or four hits before succumbing. And four of these devices were now on course towards the launch bay of the Kilrathi carrier.








The warning by his radar officer only confirmed what Kr’Vak nar Hhallas already knew when he heard the alarms sound on the console. “My lord, we are tracking four Terran torpedoes incoming on our launch bay. Estimated impact in fifteen seconds my liege.” 


He cursed his fighters for allowing the ape bombers to close to such a short range with his ship. “Helm, hard to port and intensify flak coverage on that section.” Kr’Vak ordered coolly.  The helm officer turned the yoke over but the response was not instant. Pride of Hhallas, like all Snakeir class carriers, was slow on the helm due to their underpowered engines. It took an agonizing three seconds for the ship to begin to respond to the helm officer’s input.


And by then it was too late. The Kilrathi flak gunners had killed three of the Confederation torpedoes, but the last slipped in through the coverage. The torpedo hit the launch bay’s underside dead on. The warhead blew through the weak armor surrounding the deck and detonated in the closed interior of the flight deck. A plume of flame erupted from the opening of the launch deck, vomiting pieces of Kilrathi fighters, structural members and crew into space. 


When the explosion dissipated, the entire underside of the flight deck was missing, a fifty meter hole torn through the armor and into several decks above the flight bay. The lights in the forward section of the carrier flickered and went out. 


“Nailed him!” Gamma three called over the comms, though no one could be quite sure whose torpedo had hit the Kilrathi ship yet. It would take sensor techs pouring over the data after the battle to confirm that. But no matter what Broadswords had delivered the hammer, the results were clear.


Kr’Vak gripped the arms of his command chair as his ship shuddered from the impact of the Terran torpedo. “Damage report!” he yelled.


“My lord, the launch bay has been destroyed and we have lost forward fire control. Fires are out of control in the forward sections. We might be able to…” The operations officer never finished his sentence as Kr’Vak shot him in the head with his sidearm. There was a momentary look of shock on the Shintahr’s face and then he collapsed forward and hit the dack. It had been the Shintahr’s failure to stop the Confederation freighter that had resulted in his carrier’s current situation.


“Ahead flank speed. Set ramming course for the Terran carrier.” His burning carrier replied with an increasing crescendo of noise as her engines strained to push the crippled ship towards the Tiger’s Claw. Kr’Vak knew his ship would never make it, but it was the Kilrathi way. His operations officer’s failure was his as well. There was no retreat for any Kilrathi with honor.








“Captain, the Kilrathi carrier is on a collision course with us. She’s 65 seconds from impact.” The sensor tech reported to Thorn. Thorn nodded and turned towards his weapons officer. 


“Commander Reuben, open fire with our laser batteries and prepare a torpedo solution.” Thorn ordered. The Tiger’s Claw, unlike most fleet carriers, was rather well armed. Her ‘claws’ as the spacecrew affectionately referred to them, were eight heavy laser batteries. She also had several forward torpedo tubes, which could be used to destroy a closing capital ship if her bombers were unable to respond..


The laser batteries erupted and large laser bolts, far larger than those from her defensive turrets or those found onboard a fighter, streaked towards the Kilrathi carrier. The impacts were not instant because laser cannons were not as one might initially expect, laser weapons. They were named such because they used highly focused lasers to bundle packets of energy and send them along the length of the cannon barrel. 


Those energy packets raked the forward bow of the Kilrathi ship, knocking her shields down to a third of their strength. The torpedo hit had damaged her forward shield generator, and the generator overloaded from the impact. It exploded, and brought the bow shields of the damaged Pride of Hhallas down. The following salvos immolated her hull armor, blowing multiple holes in the hull of the carrier. Gas and debris poured from multiple hull breaches as the laser fire ‘walked’ along the upper hull. Plasma fire streamed from the superstructure and the burning carrier drifted off her suicidal course, her maneuvering gear completely destroyed.


Weapons fire had penetrated her reactor, which sat just in front of the bridge conning tower. The coolant system was damaged, and the reactor quickly spiraled out of control. The reactor crew had no time to attempt a shutdown, as the shielding around the vessel failed. They were burned to death instantly in their seats as radiation flooded the compartment. 


Kr’Vak knew his ship was dead. The bridge was on fire, and the majority of his crew dead. He was seriously injured himself, a large laceration down the side of his head. He grunted as he crawled along the deck to where what was left of his communications officer sat in his seat. He shoved the burnt corpse aside and activated the comm system, not knowing if anyone could hear what his dying ship had to say. “I go down for my Emperor!” he called out in defiance, and then TCS Tiger’s Claw blew his ship apart around him. The reactor vessel failed completely, and KIS Pride of Hhallas detonated with a flash brighter then a hundred suns.








The mop up after the destruction of the Kilrathi carrier did not take long. The sixteen marooned Kilrathi craft had chosen to end their lives by suicide, trying to take as many Confederation craft with them as possible. Four had been shot down by the Tiger’s Claw, and three more had died when their fighters exploded against the strong shielding of the carrier. Blair had killed a Dralthi attempting to ram one of the Broadswords, and his wingmen took care of the remainder. 


Unfortunately, two Kilrathi craft had been successful in their attempts. An Epee from Zeta wing was rammed when attempting to land, and a Raptor was cut nearly in half by a vengeful Gratha. The pilot of the Epee had died instantly, but SAR recovered the Raptor pilot, who had pulled the cord just before his fighter was hit. The engagement had cost the lives of five Confederation flightcrew, and thirteen more were seriously injured ejecting from their craft. But the cost to Kilrah’s navy was much higher, a fleet carrier and her entire fighter wing was now dust in McDaniel’s World.


Maverick turned his lightly scorched Rapier towards the flight deck of the Claw. The techs had managed to get the launch tubes online again, just in time for them to return to the flight deck and watch the Snakeir explode. “Alpha lead to Tiger’s Claw. Request clearance to land.”


“You have clearance Maverick, welcome back.” ALS took his fighter a few seconds later and pulled it gently down onto the flight deck. A tractor towed his fighter over to the repair bay, and he smiled as he saw a grease covered Master Chief Lewis roll stairs up to his fighter. Blair toggled the canopy control and it slid back cleanly behind him.


“I see you were busy.” Blair grinned, stepping out of the Rapier and down the ladder. 


“Shut up flyboy.” Rusty replied. Chris grinned even wider as he removed his helmet and walked towards the passageway into the heart of the ship. Tiger’s Claw had come out of the engagement undamaged, despite the failure of her dilapidated electrical system. It was a stroke of luck that the torpedo did as much damage to the Snakeir that it did. And, Blair reflected, the old Claw needed all the luck she could get.



















































































Chapter 5


Twenty-two hours later.


Recreation Room


TCS Tiger’s Claw CV-07


On approach to Blytheheart jump point





“Well, on to yet another bloody boring patrol in another bloody borin’ system. Blytheheart looks to be loads of fun…” Hunter remarked, staring through the viewports. “You think the Colonel is going to let us take some shore leave? I wouldn’t mind getting me hands on some good booze at one of those cantinas in Platinum City on Blytheheart II.” 


“Platinum’s a gray town.” Shotglass said from behind the bar. “No way the Colonel will let you guys down there. He’d sling you guys up over the keel faster then I can whip up a Rostov hairball. “ 


“Well, maybe there is another way…” Hunter replied. “There are legal settlements on the planet right?” he asked.


“Yeah, Vanderville is legally settled. Someone down their might have some stuff you can get. But you’ll have to be pretty shady about it and I don’t know how you’ll get the stuff back onboard without the quartermaster finding it when he inspects the shuttle.”


Hunter waved his hand. “Ah, Kilpatrick won’t find anything. I can hide the bleedin’ thing easier than Houdini can hide a bikini clad women.”


“What’s this about Bikini clad women?” A soft sounding Belgian accent asked from the door to the recreation room. Chris turned and smiled, seeing Angel in casual dress with Spirit beside her. Tanaka was elaborately dressed, a purple silk kimono draped over her body. Blair was wearing his standard duty browns, as were Knight and Hunter. Scattered glasses of beer dotted the table, despite the seemingly early hour. After eighteen months of combat, most of the crew had come to ignore what the ship’s clock read.


“Uh, we were just discussing the natives on Joslen in Gemini.” Knight said slowly. 


“Of course you were. And Iceman decided to become a Franciscan monk.” She grinned, taking a seat with Spirit at the table next to Blair. Deveraux tossed her hair back revealing the two sapphire earrings she always wore. He and Jeanette had been seeing more of each other recently. Blair didn’t know whether it was because of her impending transfer to the Austin or something else.


“My guess is that our comrades were discussing ways of illegally smuggling liquor onboard the ship.” Spirit said coolly. Hunter kept his head focused on the glass which confirmed her suspicion. 


Angel grinned and turned towards Hunter. “Ian, do you really thing we’d spoil your fun? We still owe you for the spectacle of seeing our young Lieutenant Marshall stuck to the ceiling of his bunk.”


Knight burst out laughing. “Yeah, that was pretty great, even if you did spend two weeks peeling potatoes in the mess.” He slapped Hunter on the shoulder, who grinned back appreciatively. 


“Those spuds an’ me got to be good mates. But it was worth it ‘n the end.” Ian replied. “Say Chris, Colonel drop any hints about our upcoming missions?”


Blair shook his head. “It appears we’ll just be running standard patrols and assisting ISS in customs flights while we’re here.” He said. The ISS - Intersystem Security - never had enough people to effectively patrol the frontier systems where the Confederation Military wasn’t involved. Not to mention the fact that ISS personnel were usually either older retired military or people who had pissed off those in charge within Confed. Some were militia pilots interested in defending their local space from not only the Kilrathi but pirates and renegades as well.


“Aww hell, that’s no fun.” Knight mused, sipping his drink.


“What I’m interested in…” Angel began “…is how our friendly colonists happened to miss the Kilrathi fleet carrier that cruised through their system.”


Maverick nodded. “Yeah, you’d figure that somebody would have noticed that. Say, when are you transferring over to the [I]Austin[/I]?” He asked.


“I really don’t know at this point.” Angel said. “The [I]Austin[/I] was diverted for an attack on the Vega/Enigma border. Who knows when we’ll be able to rendezvous with them again.”


“I don’t really care for ‘em stuck ups on the Austin.” Hunter said. “Wound too tight if you ask me. I mean, Jazz was allright. But can you imagine having to spend an entire tour listinin’ to that Doomsday fellow, mate?” he asked.


Blair started laughing. “You have to admit, its funny listening him over the comm during an engagement. I can’t imagine Captain Thorn wants us to see the Austin again, especially after what Admiral Tolwyn did to him during Thor’s Hammer.”


“Yeah I bet.” Hunter said. He looked over to the door and suddenly burst out of his chair. “Samantha!” A young looking women dressed in coveralls smiled broadly as Hunter waved her over. She hugged Hunter and kissed him on the cheek.


“Mates, this is my sister Samantha. Sheila just got assigned out of tech training an’ they pair ‘er up with ‘er brother.” He grinned. Samantha took a seat at the table and exhaled. Blair could tell that she wasn’t used to being surrounded by a bunch of relatively senior officers, even if they were pilots.


“Its nice to meet you all. Ian has told me some stories.” She said, taking a sip of beer. Technically, only pilots were supposed to dine in Shotglass’ place, but nobody was going to dare an attempt to exclude Ian St John’s sister. Not that any of them wanted to anyway.


“For every story he told you, I bet Hunter has left at least three out.” Knight replied. The rest of the table chuckled and Angel turned towards the young tech.


“So Samantha, what department are you assigned to?” she asked.


“I’m a communications tech, though its kinda boring. I’ve ‘een stuffed down in the auxillary communications room with this senior chief Harold. Seems like a nice enough guy but he never talks. The only thing we do is review decrypted data and pass it on to operations. I don’t even get to communicate with ‘nyone.” 


“It’s allright, I’m sure that you’ll get noticed eventually.” Khumalo said. “In fact, with Hunter for a brother, I’m sure of it.” He grinned. St. John looked at him crossly and was about to reply when they were cut off by an announcement over the loudspeaker.


“Attention all hands. Standby for jump egress in fifteen seconds. Set condition two, repeat, set condition two.” The pilots got firm grips on their chairs and leaned back in their seats. Samantha was confused at all the activity until Hunter motioned for her to follow what they were doing. Behind the counter, Shotglass had a firm grip on the bar rail and was closing his cabinets.


“Why are we doing this Ian?” Samantha asked. Knight volunteered the information to her.


“Our jump drive is not in tune as much as the shuttle you came here on. Its going to be rough.”


She was about to respond when the loudspeaker cut in again. “All hands brace for node acceleration. Repeat, brace for node acceleration.” The Tiger’s Claw began to shudder and then for a moment it seemed if time had stopped, and then the ship shook once violently before all was normal again.


“Oooh…that was fun.” Chris shook his head. Jumping always made him a little queasy. Shotglass was cleaning a mug that had fallen over during the transition.


“Well, this is Blytheheart. Maverick, do you think that we will get any down time before we launch on more sorties?” Spirit asked. The infernal loudspeaker answered her question for her.


“All pilots, report to the briefing room. Repeat, all pilots to the briefing room.” Blair started chuckling as the group rose from the table and began to start towards the corridor leading to the briefing room. Hunter gave his sister one last kiss before they  


departed, leaving Samantha to pout about having no one to talk to as she herself headed for the communications room.








“Okay pilots, settle down. I know a lot of you are looking forward to leave in this system.” Halcyon began. Hunter and Grunt nodded but the Colonel waved his hand. “However, we still have some work to do here. First off, we’re going to start running long range patrols of the system, not only looking for the Kilrathi but for smugglers too. Secondly, we’re going to investigate the colonists and find out how they missed a Kilrathi carrier passing through their system. Shore leave rotations will be posted shortly, but a few of you are going out on patrol now. We’re going to launch five two-ship patrols. Now, we have to track these five nav points around Blytheheart two.” Halcyon gestured to the vid-screen. “Each wing will start at a different nav point and cycle through the rest in order. You’ll make three complete circuits and then another wing will be launched to relieve you. All of you will be flying Epees on these runs.”


Blair nodded and leaned back in his seat. A nice quiet patrol would give him a chance to get some sleep while the ship was on autopilot. Then again, when was the last time they had a nice quiet patrol? He looked up as the Colonel read off the wing assignments.


“Alpha wing will be Spirit and Veggie. You will start at nav one and begin your patrol. Beta wing is Hunter and Grendel, Gamma is Iceman and Angel, Delta is Maverick and Grunt  and Epsilon is Knight and Maniac.” Down the row, Chris could see Khumalo visibly slump back in his seat and roll his eyes. “You launch in fifteen minutes. Norseman, Skylight, Cash, Sylvester and Racetrack are on CAP. The rest of you check the schedule for your shore leave. The first shuttle leaves for the planet at 1015. Dismissed.” Halcyon concluded.


Chris rose from his seat and started to walk towards the door when Halcyon called him. “Maverick, wait one.”


“Yes sir.” Blair replied. He turned to Paz. “I’ll see you on the flight deck.” Hector nodded and walked out of the briefing room. Chris turned and walked back  to Colonel Halcyon.


“Maverick, I want you to be very careful with the militia. They may not seem to be what they appear.” The Colonel lowered his voice. “We have received reports in the last few weeks that indicate that there may be Mandarins working in Blytheheart’s ISS detachment. It would explain how we weren’t notified about that Snakeir.” The Society of Mandarins were humans who assisted the Kilrathi in exchange for positions of power after the war. Earlier that month, two pilots onboard the TCS Winterrowd had been caught in the act of sabotaging planes from her airwing. Winterrowd had already lost a pilot earlier during a mission to what was determined to be mechanical sabotage. His oxygen generator was rigged to explode and the man suffocated before SAR could retrieve his ejection pod. A group of pilots were so enraged with what their squadron mates had done that they ‘arranged’ foe the brig guard to leave his station for two minutes while they bludgeoned the two traitors to death with a fire extinguisher.  


“How do you want me to handle this Colonel?” Blair asked, holding his helmet underneath his arm. 


“Until we find credible evidence that the ISS has been compromised, you are to cooperate with them fully on patrol and customs flights. But if you see anything fishy, report it back to the Claw on a secure channel. If you find a situation where you feel you need to fire on militia craft, I’ll leave you to make that judgement. Understood?”


“Completely sir.” Blair replied. In the back of his mind, Maverick didn’t find the prospect of shooting down other humans that enthralling, even if they were traitors. 


“Very good. Dismissed.” Blair rose his hand in salute and Colonel Halcyon returned it crisply. Maverick quickly turned heel and proceeded out of the briefing room towards the flight deck.








“Delta 1, prepare for launch.” Lieutenant Munro’s voice came over the communications circuit as Maverick adjusted himself in the seat of the Epee that he was flying. For such a small fighter, he found it’s cockpit to be surprisingly spacious. However, after looking over the technical specs, Blair decided that he’d rather have a few more centimeters of durasteel and accept a cramped cockpit. This was Maverick’s first time in an Epee. During wartime, there wasn’t time to train pilots on new craft so in many cases, a pilot’s first experience in a new fighter was flying it on an actual mission. He checked over the readouts and was satisfied that his ship was ready for launch. The Launch Control Officer’s voice returned to his circuit at that point.


“Launching in 3…2…1…now.” Chris felt the familiar acceleration of the Claw’s launch tubes as the Epee was shot into space. Grunt was right behind him and formed up just to port and behind Blair’s fighter. His navigation computer had already been programmed with his assigned navigation course and all that Chris had to do was switch on his autopilot when the Epee cleared the carrier.


“Allright Grunt, autopilot engaged.” Maverick indicated over the communications system.


“Copy that Mav, you think we’ll see any action today amigo?” 


Maverick thought about what Colonel Halcyon had told him. “You never know Grunt. System is supposed to be under control but haven’t we heard that one before?”


“Yeah, like what happened to the Trafalgar at Seti Beta I.” Years earlier, when both Grunt and Maverick had been command academy cadets under then Commodore Tolwyn, the Tiger’s Claw had been assigned to lure what was thought to be a small Kilrathi fleet into the guns of Admiral Rhea Bergstrom’s task force centered around TCS Trafalga, a sistership of the Claw. However, despite Tolwyn’s warnings indicating that it was possible for enemy forces to have already arrived , Trafalgar was ambushed and destroyed by a Kilrathi fleet which had been hiding in the system. Blair had picked up Bergstrom’s escape pod and the Tiger’s Claw played chicken with Prince Thrakhath’s flagship as it made an emergency jump out of the system. That incident had strained the relationship between Blair and the then Commodore, as Bergstrom had previously ordered Blair to report to her if Tolwyn disobeyed her orders. Nevertheless, they had returned to a cordial, if somewhat detached status ever since the end of the Thor’s Hammer campaign. 


“Don’t remind me of that one. It was creepy seeing a sister ship of the Claw floating in pieces out there. Makes me really want to protect the rustbucket we all call home out here.” Blair replied. He leaned back in his seat and glanced around the cockpit of his Epee. It was finished in a sort of rustic brown color which reminded him of how the cockpits in the Scimitar used to look. However, that was where any similarity between the new light fighter and the old Scim ended. The craft was built for speed and agility, at the sacrifice of protection. It wouldn’t last long under constant fire.


“I know, I know. I hope we don’t run into one of those ISS bitchos who thinks he runs the system because some roster in some computer in some backwards colony says he’s the senior pilot on the station.” Grunt replied.


“I hate those guys, think they’re all bigshots because they are the senior security guard. God I hope I never have to pull a duty assignment in one of these backwater places. I can not think of anything more boring then spending years launching and landing on a space station that never went anywhere, and with not enough commercial traffic to ever make a flight interesting.” Blair said, as his fighter continued on course for Nav One.


Chris brought his eyes out of the cockpit and out into space. He had never been in Blytheheart before and started taking in the sights. He caught the faint disc of Andromeda, spinning millions of light years away from their own galaxy. They were also rather close to the Forrester Nebula, which was a soft green splotch in the distance as viewed from his port side.


Nav Point 1 was still some 30,000 kilometers distant when his radar flashed a warning tone and his ship dropped out of autopilot. His eyes shot to his radar display, which showed four gray contacts, meaning the computer could not identify them. “Grunt, we’ve got four bogeys closing from starboard.”


“I got them, should we persue?” 


“Standby, let me contact the Tiger’s Claw.” Maverick replied. “Tiger’s Claw, this is Maverick. I’m picking up four unknown contacts thirty thousand klicks from my Nav 1. Request permission to investigate.” 


“Standby Maverick…” the comm officer replied “…request approved. Colonel Halcyon wants positive ids on all ships. If they are Kilrathi, do not engage and follow them to their point of origin before returning. Otherwise, situational discretion.” 


“Roger that Claw, we’re intercepting. Grunt, increase to 480 and set course for our new friends.” Maverick ordered. The two fighters went to full power and turned to the right in a direction that would bring them in contact with the unknowns. 


Blair wondered who wouldn’t be broadcasting an IFF. There were many possible answers to that question. It could be Kilrathi ships trying to avoid positive detection. It could be smugglers who are trying to keep their location a secret, or it could be some civilian moron who doesn’t know how to properly configure the transponder in his ship. Whatever the case, they couldn’t just let the targets escape without properly identifying them first. 


	Maverick applied gentle pressure to the control stick and put the Epee in a sweeping bank to starboard until his navigation reticule lined up with the vector for the unknown contacts. The TOT number in the navigation display fluctuated while it was recompiling the intercept time, and finally settled on a solution of roughly six minutes until they reached scanning range.


	Once again, Chris’ thoughts wandered back to what the Colonel had said. The last thing that the Confederation needed in the middle of a nearly three decade old war was to have conflict break out between human forces. If the Society of Mandarins could score early victories, they might rally enough to their cause to make the war very difficult for Earth and its allies to win.


	Maverick didn’t want to believe that any sizeable portion of humanity would be stupid enough to believe that they could retain positions of power if the Kilrathi won the war, but apparently the delusions persisted in enough to cause a problem. The most likely outcome in that scenario would be the human conspirators would either be installed as puppet governors with no real power or introduced to the airlock.


	The Mandarins infiltration of Confederation Military units was the most troubling concern. Confed had barely been able to push the Kilrathi out of Vega, and now rumor had it that High Command had set its sights on pushing them out of the Enigma sector as well. Most of the fleet would be committed to such an effort and thousands of lives could be compromised if operational plans regarding the taking of the Enigma sector were leaked to Kirathi forces.


	Blair took a glance back at Grunt’s Epee. The Mandarins were causing damage in other ways too. Pilots and ship crews would start becoming suspicious of new personnel, teamwork would suffer and with it morale. The Mandarins didn’t need agents on every ship to do damage, the possibility that their could be a Mandarin on your ship was enough damage in of itself. 
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