Part One


In the darkness of space hung the gleaming spiculum that was Sol Station, and beneath it, the glittering jewel of Earth. Boxy shuttles and sleek Vampires dusted the monolithic starbase in ion wash, reflected sunlight from their hulls. Sol Station teemed with life, and crackled with energy. There was no war—man had vanquished the villainous Kilrathi horde over twenty years before—but the men and women who wore the Confed colors still served with pride and distinction. Life was good. The Terran Confederation, in the ten years since the alien attack on Proxima, had experienced unprecedented growth and prosperity. New factories, innovative and fruitful industries, had blossomed across the galaxy, and the economy was flourishing. Under President James Taggart, who was entering the third year of his second term as head of the Federationist party, the Terran people were, for perhaps the first time in sixty years, happy. 


And so was Colonel Lance Casey. Although just shy of forty, and certainly not old enough to have experienced the Kilrathi War first hand, Casey was a grizzled veteran of fifteen years. He had flown off three carriers during his career, and had racked up a kill score large enough to get him into the history books, at least as a footnote. But, despite his own achievements, Casey was always sized up according to the merits of his late father, a man he had never known. He had spent nearly twenty years trying to prove to everyone—including, perhaps, himself—that he was his own man, not just the Iceman’s son. And, recently, Casey had become something so much more than what others perceived him as; he had become a husband and a father. He no longer had the bloodlust in him, the glory of the hunt. The thrill of flying was still there, but it was obscene, he thought, to risk a life that was no longer really his own, but rather belonged to the people that loved him the most. And so he had put in for a transfer six months before to Sol Station, where he worked Admin for Commodore Hartnett, the station’s commander. His old friend Maestro, still raising hell on the Midway, had called him a damn fool. Flying a desk, Casey had to admit, was by no means exciting, but sitting in the cockpit of a Vampire or Tigershark was nothing compared to seeing his youngest son’s smile, or hearing his wife’s laugh. He loved his family more than anything in the world, and Casey averred never to leave his boys wondering whom their father was. Confed would not send his final medal home to a widow.  


That morning, Colonel Casey was at his desk, its surface scattered with holos of his family. He was worrying over a coolant leak in Delta Sector, knowing that he’d have to shift maintenance from dock repairs, which, of course, would delay the completion of that project by at least another three weeks. Hartnett was nagging him to no end to hire more crewmen, but it was not that easy. There were forms to fill out, requisitions to file. It took time. Feeling mired in paperwork, Casey barely noticed the message dropped into his box by his secretary. Rear-Admiral Wilcox, his superior within the 3rd Fleet, wanted to see him, ASAP. Casey wasn’t involved in combat operations anymore, so what could Wilcox want? Well, he supposed he wasn’t in any position to ask questions, and so quickly headed for the command level. The lift hummed and buzzed around him as it dropped into the bowels of Sol Station. The doors parted, and as he strode into Wilcox’s office, the Admiral’s adjutant sent him right in.


The office was large and spacious, the floor marbled, the walls coolly metallic and austere. Behind Wilcox’s desk was a large window, offering a panoramic view of the lunar surface. Vincent Wilcox himself was a man nearing fifty, although his close-cropped hair retained a youthful brown color. He wore his olive Navy uniform like a second skin, his chest festooned with a variety of ribbons. As Casey entered, his own Space Force garb a darker hue and slightly rumpled, Wilcox rose and shook his hand. 
“Colonel,” he greeted, “it’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” He offered Casey a seat, but Lance chose to stand, his posture relaxed, but his mind tense with questions. “Well, perhaps you are wondering why you’re here, Colonel,” Wilcox continued, flipping through a file. “If I may say so, Casey, a pilot of your skills and experience doesn’t belong here in Sol. I’ve been reading your dossier. Aside from a less-than-stellar Academy record, it’s very impressive. A Confederation Flying Cross and a Silver Star on your first combat tour aboard the TCS Midway—you know, Patricia Drake always spoke very highly of you. Then, attached to Secret Ops under Captain Merkins and General Bowen, you participated in the successful elimination of the alien threat in Terran space the following year. Subsequently, you served with distinction aboard the Actium and in an executive position on the TCS Stalwart.” He looked at Casey with raised brow. “What changed?”


Casey shrugged. There was no need to devise stories for the Admiral’s benefit. “I became a father, sir,” he said simply. 


Wilcox nodded in understanding, although his conviction seemed dubious. “That can change any man,” he said, “even the most hardened of us.” Casey, however, did not think that the Admiral had children. “Family, of course, is the most important thing of all, more important than that uniform you wear. What did we fight the Kilrathi all those years for, if not family? So, yes, I can appreciate your decision, and I want you to know that I was happy to grant your transfer request. General Marshall was sorry to see you go, as was I. Confed needs good pilots like you.” His face clouded for a moment, and when he spoke again, his voice was halting. He said, “You do understand, however, Colonel, that in wartime you can and necessarily will be reactivated to active combat status.”


Casey frowned, said, “We aren’t at war, sir. We haven’t been for a long time.” 


“No,” Wilcox agreed. “No, we are not.” And for a moment Lance found that he did not like the Admiral’s tone. The older man’s face, then, turned to stone. “Colonel Casey, you are familiar, I assume, with the growing tensions throughout Vega Sector?” 


“Yeah,” Casey admitted. “Military and civilian targets both are being targeted and attacked by terrorists flying Kilrathi ships. No demands have been made, but a lot of good Terran lives have been lost.” He narrowed his eyes. “What do I have to do with that?”  


Admiral Wilcox now flipped through a new file, this one thicker than Casey’s dossier had been. “Rostov System,” he barked. “A civilian Pelican transport was halted and destroyed by a Fralthi II cruiser, unattached to the Kilrathi Assembly of Clans. Alcor System: A civilian luxury liner was boarded, the passengers robbed, and at least one killed, reportedly by Kilrathi aggressors. McDaniel’s World: A flight of Piranhas was sent in to investigate a flight over unauthorized airspace. They were decimated to the last man.” Wilcox sighed and threw the file across the desk. “The list goes on and on, Casey, and Command is receiving more reports of these incidents daily. Whoever these marauders are, they seem eager to distance themselves from Chancellor Melek and the Assembly. They call themselves freedom fighters, and gladly adorn their starships with the crest of the now-defunct Kiranka clan. It seems to me, Colonel, that the Empire isn’t dead, just lying dormant. Given enough support, these murderers could very well restart a war we fought thirty years to end.” 


“But why haven’t we been able to track them down, put them out of business?” Casey asked. Most terrorist cells, whether Terran, Kilrathi, or whatever, were loosely organized, bound by a common goal and little else. They were flagrant in their actions, careless. He had fought enough of them in the past ten years to know. 


Wilcox sighed. “Well, we’ve been able to shut down various splinter cells,” he explained, “in and around the periphery of the Vega Sector, and Assembly forces have taken down a few near Kilrah, but…” He shrugged. “These guys seem to be funded and equipped by an outside source, a source with enough power to make their involvement in these indiscretions easily concealed. We also have information that suggests they’re harboring these terrorists.” 


“The Cult of Sivar,” Casey suggested. 


“Bingo,” Wilcox growled. “We’ve tried to get a mole within their church, but even with help from the Assembly’s intelligence community, we’ve come up with zip.” Casey thought back ten years ago, when the Nephilim had been running amok through Kilrathi space. The Midway might not have succeeded without the help of the Cult of Sivar. Yes, they were dangerous fanatics, but at the time, Confed and the Cultists had been fighting for a common cause. Now, as so often happened when the sands of time shifted, they were on opposite sides, and there had been more than one occasion in the past decade when the Cult’s high priest had shouted curses and challenges toward President Taggart over the holovid. Maybe you had been right, Hawk, old buddy, Casey thought for a fleeting moment, but quickly abolished the notion. 


The Admiral continued, “Now, these accusations are thus unsubstantiated, and, as such, ConFleet has given me no permission to launch a strike against Sivar churches. Their reasoning is that, should we destroy any holy monument, the Cats would cry holy war, even those that are already our friends. And, I must admit, I can’t blame Command for being cautious.” He thumped the desk with a fist. “But, dammit, Casey, I know the Cult of Sivar is behind these attacks. I just need proof.” 


It looked like Wilcox was finally coming to the point. “And you want my help?” Casey asked, dreading what the Admiral would now say, what he would now ask of him.


Wilcox nodded gravely. “You’re the best Wing Commander in Confed, Colonel, and don’t even try to deny it,” he replied. He pointed to the discarded dossier. “I took one look at that file, and knew you were the man we needed. And so, Colonel, your flight status has been officially reinstated, and you have been transferred to the TCS Matterhorn. She’s one of four Vesuvius-class supercarriers still in service. And I’ve worked with her captain before. You’ll be a welcome addition to the wing.” 


Casey looked at the new orders Wilcox had handed him. He was numb. When at last he had settled down, when at last he thought he could live a normal life—be the husband and father that he should have been—the stars once again called to him. There was a small, almost infinitesimal, part of him that soared at the chance to get back in the cockpit, but generally, he was furious. “Admiral,” he snapped. “How could you? My request…” 


Holding up a hand to stall the argument, Wilcox said, “I know, Colonel, I know. But it wasn’t me that issued the transfer orders. It was Admiral Tolwyn.” Kevin Tolwyn was the head of ConFleet, a man who had nearly died at the Battle of Earth, and who had returned from the Landreich to build a new and strong military out of the disaster that his ignoble uncle, in the wake of his downfall, had left. Casey knew Tolwyn, not personally, but as well as one could know the snowy Admiral, and it enraged him to see the man’s name on the orders. “But, frankly, Colonel,” Wilcox resumed, “I must agree with the Admiral’s decision to put you on the Matterhorn. Times are tough. The Border Worlds are collapsing; the Landreich engaged in civil strife. And even now President Taggart is working closely with the Assembly of Clans to draft a new Kilrathi constitution. The Cult of Sivar cannot interfere. They must be taken down. If anyone can bring those pirates to justice, it’s you.” 


Casey swallowed his anger, knowing that it was pointless. He could go directly to Tolwyn, but in the end what would that get him? Just a blemish on his record and a bruised ego. He shoved the orders into his pocket, said, “I suppose I better go home, then, and inform my wife.” Boy, he thought, Andrea will not be happy. 


His expression softening, Wilcox nodded. “Of course, Colonel. Settle your affairs with Hartnett, and then go to your family. You’ll have until the end of the week.” The men exchanged salutes and another handshake. “Good luck, Colonel Casey,” Wilcox called after him. “And Godspeed.” 


With a heavy heart, Casey rode the lift back to his office, and in a dour tone informed his secretary of his new orders. He began to pack up his desk, and then went to meet with Commodore Hartnett, who, of course, already knew that Colonel Casey would no longer be her administrative assistant. “Hate to lose you,” the iron-gray woman had replied, wrapping Lance’s hand in an ursine grip. A few hours later, after Casey had gone over all pertinent information with his replacement, he was in the crowded car of a shuttle, passing through the thick clouds, and over fields and mountains, to the Vancouver spaceport. It snowed as he drove home, for it was already late autumn, and the roof of his cabin was dusted white, the leafless trees brilliant with ice crystals. He went inside, and found the house empty. A note was on the kitchen counter: Honey, went with kids to buy groceries. Love, Andrea. He smiled at this. Andrea liked to put happy faces over her is.  


Casey changed into slacks and a sweater, grabbed a beer from the icebox. The wind whistled beyond the windows, almost like the whine of an enemy laser cannon as it fried a fighter’s rear shields. He gulped beer, sighed. Maybe being back in the cockpit would be a good thing. It would keep his mind, and his spirit, sharp. It would be quite shameful for the great Lance Casey to end up a fat old desk jockey. He glanced wistfully at the holos assembled upon the mantelpiece. There he was, seven years before, beaming in his dress uniform, Andrea clinging lovingly to his arm, her curvy form draped in virginal white. She was a lovely woman, with a pleasant round face framed by hair the color of a blazing red giant. Her smile was more radiant than the most devastating supernova. She was a musician by trade, and Casey had met her while still serving aboard the Midway, she having put on a concert at Port Hedland, where he, Maestro, and Zero had gone for shore leave. Casey did not believe in love at first sight, but when he had first seen Andrea, it had been something close. And now, nearly ten years later, he loved her still, even more so for having given him two beautiful sons, Christopher and Michael. 


Days gone by, he thought, examining the holos. He glanced at one of the old Midway crew. Himself, with Maestro on one side, Zero on the other, and Stiletto in between. Zero was dead, having been ambushed by pirates near Pender’s Star three years before. And Stiletto… Casey could not help but smile at the thought of Jean Talvert, who had retired over five years ago, only to get married and have a daughter. The last time Casey had seen her, she had been too big to fit into the cockpit. At times, it was difficult to reconcile that image of her with the one that he had first seen ten years ago, a sassy redhead, perhaps too cocky, but a tremendous pilot and a born leader. Things changed. Sometimes for the best, but sometimes… The front door opened. Sometimes, he thought, it was best to let the change happen, and to just deal with it. He wondered if Andrea understood that, as well. 


Andrea Casey juggled several sacks of groceries, and before her ran two young boys, one about six, the other four. “Dad!” they cried, and wrapped tiny arms around his legs. Casey laughed, kissed his sons. “Go help your mom with those bags,” he said, and also helped to relieve his wife of the burden. “How was your day?” he asked.


“Oh, it was insane!” Andrea gasped, putting boxes and cans into the cupboard. “These two little monsters wouldn’t give me a moment’s peace! After I picked them up from school, they just had to the go to the park, and then they insisted on helping me with the shopping, instead of going to the babysitter’s.” 


“We don’t like the babysitter!” the oldest, Michael, groaned. “She smells weird.” 


“Hey, now, son, that’s not very nice,” Casey scolded, but there was a smile in his heart. “Honey,” he said to Andrea, when they had finished, “I need to talk to you alone.” They stepped out onto the porch. Snowflakes kissed their eyelashes. “Look,” he said slowly, “I know you’ve never liked me flying combat missions, which is why I asked for the transfer to Sol. I’ve been so happy here with you and the boys. You know I never wanted to miss a moment of their lives.” 


Andrea frowned. “What are you getting at, Lance?” she asked. 


“Something’s come up,” he ventured. “Things are getting pretty hot in Vega right now, and they need people with experience out there.” His wife’s face drooped as though it had melted. Frosty tears welled in her eyes. “I’m sorry, Andrea, but Admiral Tolwyn needs me in Vega. I ship out Saturday.” 


“But… but so soon?” Andrea sobbed. “You said we’d be together, Lance!” 


Casey wrapped arms around his shivering wife, and felt her anguish echoing within his soul. He hated this more than anything, but there was nothing he could do. “You knew when you married me,” he said gently, “what our lives would be like. You took the risk because you loved me. And, besides, I’ll be back soon. I promise.” 


Andrea gazed up at him with reddened eyes, her lower lip quivering. Yet when she spoke, her voice was surprisingly strong. “How many widows have heard exactly that, Lance?” she asked. “Don’t you think your father told your mother that just before those Cats jumped him in the B’shriss System?” She shook her head. “Lance, you are the world to me. I don’t want to have to put you into a hole in the ground.” She looked through the window at their sons, who quietly munched cookies at the kitchen table. “But mostly I don’t want my boys to grow up without a father.” 


He kissed his wife, warming her with his lips. “They won’t,” he assured. “And if it’ll make you feel any better, I’ll fly as few missions as possible. I’ll limit myself to full launches, if I can. It’s my right, as a Wing Commander.” She seemed comforted by this, if only a little, and buried her face into his chest. “I love you so much, Andrea. I’d never leave you.” And they stood there for a long moment, their silence speaking so much more than a thousand words ever could.


Casey lived the next few days as though they would be his last. He took his boys to the park, cooked for them, read to them. The night before he was due to depart for Vega Sector, he and Andrea put the children to bed, and made love rapturously. They clawed at each hungrily, and again Casey was struck by how much he loved this woman. As the moon hung heavy and white in the sky, Andrea slept lightly, her bare back smooth, milky. Casey padded out onto the porch, feeling warm despite the chill. Above him, the sky was vast, richly black and studded with stars. Soon, he’d once again be surrounded by bare metal walls. Duty called. 


The holo rang in the front room and, stifling a curse, Casey slipped back in and answered it. “Please hold for the President,” a voice announced, and Lance, startled, raced to put a shirt on. When he returned, a familiar face was staring back at him from the screen. James Taggart was an old friend of his father’s, and as a senator, he had gotten to know the junior Casey, while the young man had been at the Academy. The President, although stooped and gray, still possessed an outstanding vigor. Beyond the wrinkles and age spots, Casey could see the man who had escaped a Kilrathi POW camp, and one who had helped to liberate the Gorah Khar rebels, and one who, in humanity’s darkest hour, had helped to win the war against the Kilrathi. There was no mistaking this old man for anyone other than the ruddy, mustachioed Paladin of the Tiger’s Claw. 


 Paladin laughed. “Hello, Lance!” he boomed. “I didn’t wake ya, did I?” 


“No,” Casey said. “I was actually just… thinking.” 


“Aye,” Taggart murmured reflectively, peering into the past. “One never has a lack of subjects to think about, especially when ya get to be my age! You be thankful you’re still young, laddie.” He paused, scratching at his beard. “Well, lad, I hear you’re off to Vega Sector. I’m sorry to hear that; I know how tough it is to be away from your family. I’m lucky I was already long retired by the time my little one came around. But I hear that Admiral Tolwyn was quite insistent.”  


“Isn’t he always, sir?” 


“Ha, ha, ha!” Paladin guffawed. “That he is, lad. You know, it’s funny, I finally got rid of one damned Tolwyn, and another takes his place!” He smiled warmly, like a father toward a son. Casey realized that, for lack of his own, that was exactly what Taggart was, a surrogate father. “So, lad, how is that bonny lass of yours?” 


“Well,” Casey laughed, scratching nervously at the back of his neck. “What can I say? She’s not happy. But can you blame her? I just know I have to make it back, not for me, but for her. And the boys.” 


“You’ve been through worse, lad, with nary a scratch,” Paladin pointed out. “I have no fears. And neither should you. Put that out of your mind. You’re a good pilot, Lance. Trust in yourself.” 


“Thanks, sir,” Casey sighed. He stifled a yawn. 


President Taggart yawned, too, and mumbled, “I suppose I shouldn’t be keeping ya up, lad. Get some rest. I’ll be doing the same. I’m getting a wee bit old to be burning the midnight oil. So, do what ya can to get those bandits off Confed’s backs. Old Melek’s counting on us, and if we don’t pull through for him, everything the Kilrathi has strived for these past twenty years will all be for naught.”


“I won’t let the Confederation down, Mr. President,” Casey vowed. 


“I know you won’t, laddie. God be with you,” Paladin thundered, and cut the connection. Andrea stirred lightly as Casey slipped back into bed. But he could not sleep. He appreciated the President’s words, of course, but it took a lot more than mere words to excise his doubts, and his concerns for his family. Before long, the sun was shining through the window, and it was time to leave. 


Andrea and the boys, as well as his mother and his half-sister, Julia, saw him off at the spaceport. The shuttle’s hatch hissed open behind him, and as Lance stood there, once again in uniform, a duffle slung over his shoulder, he knew now there was no going back. He was returning to the stars. 


“Be good, boys,” he said, embracing his sons. “Mind your mother. I’ll be back soon.” Christopher sniffled slightly, but Michael, being older, put on a brave face. He’d be a good Marine one day. He rose and stared into the beautiful eyes of his wife. She tried not to cry, but it was hard to fight it. “I mean it, Andrea,” he insisted, “this is nothing. I’ll be gone three weeks at the most. Don’t worry. You know where to reach me.” She nodded, and kissed him fiercely. After hugging his mother and sister, he turned and mounted the steps into the shuttle. The vessel fired thrusters and lifted off into the gray morning sky, higher and higher, until those he loved were but mere specks on the tarmac. 


The shuttle hit the jump point a few hours later, and, after a transfer in Caliban, arrived in the Blackmane System. As the little vessel neared Blackmane Base, a flight of Vampires took up an escort position. Through the viewport, tiny at first, and then gradually growing immense in proportions, appeared the TCS Matterhorn. Although not as large as the Midway, Mistral Sea, or others of the megacarrier line, the Vesuvius supercarrier was still quite impressive. Casey had been aboard the Fuji, the newest of the line, and the Matterhorn resembled her, but he had found in his career that, no matter the veneer, each and every ship had its own personality, its own spirit. And as the shuttle touched down upon the carrier’s flight deck, he felt the power and purpose that the Matterhorn possessed. This feeling was only heightened as he set foot upon the scarred and stained deck and saw a solid line of men and women there to meet him. A bosun’s pipe sounded and Casey crossed the deck in a few short strides. He drew up before a squat, gray-headed man and saluted. “Colonel Lance Casey,” he announced, “reporting as ordered, sir.” 


“Welcome aboard the TCS Matterhorn, Colonel,” the man growled, jowls aquiver. “It’s a pleasure to have you. Your predecessor here has helped make this transition as smooth as possible, so much credit should go to him.” He indicated a tall, dark-skinned colonel standing next to him. “I’m Captain Wilson Frieze. We’ll be working closely in the next few weeks to bring down those Cat bastards out there. We all know your history, Casey. As I said, it’s a pleasure to have you aboard.” 


“Thank you, Captain,” Casey replied, not sure if he appreciated such idolization. “I’ll do my best, just like everyone else aboard this ship. Our mission is to put a stop to these attacks, and to assure that our relationship with the Kilrathi Assembly of Clans remains on good terms.” 


Frieze smiled tightly. “Look, Colonel,” he rumbled, “I’d gladly raise a glass of Sukhar May’ya with any of those furry brutes, but I fought in the war, and I know what the Cats are capable of. Remember Gilead and Warsaw? Locanda? Well, I do, Casey, and don’t think for a second that we’re all friends out here. Know your enemy.” 


“I’ll keep that in mind, Captain,” Casey responded noncommittally. “But, if you don’t mind, sir, it’s been a long journey from Earth, and I’d much like to get settled in to my new home. I’ll want to review the Wing roster; I’ll be meeting with the squadron commanders first thing in the morning.” 


“I’ll have everything prepared for you, Colonel,” Frieze said. “We’ll be leaving Blackmane tomorrow. There’ve been reports of trouble in Hell’s Kitchen. Until then, Casey.” He offered another salute, the pipe sounded again, and the Matterhorn crewmen dispersed. Casey hoisted his duffel and ascended the steps to flight control. Through the window, he saw the enormity of the flight deck, saw the rows and rows of deadly Vampires, Wasps, Panthers, and Devastators. The ship looked good. Frieze had said know your enemy. Well, Casey knew that here, aboard this ship, he was among friends. That old feeling surged within him. Despite what he had told Andrea, he would have to fly. What other choice did he have? 


Shaking his head, Lance Casey headed for the lift. Duty called. 

