Part Two


The Yargk’an cruised through open space, en route to the Trk’Harna jump point through Draga. That system’s third world, the most populous beneath the Dragan sun, had recently been devastated by an ecological disaster that had left a third of the planet unlivable. The Assembly regime on Pasqual had issued an edict that Draga III be evacuated immediately. The governor of Trk’Harna IV had generously agreed to take in the refugees, and a half dozen lumbering Dorkir transports—the eleventh wave of the mass exodus—now pushed through the stellar void toward salvation. A flight of Vaktoths flew escort, and in the cockpit of his heavy fighter, Third Fang Brax Lurakh longed for the hunt, to feel the rush as he dove towards his prey, guns ablaze. He wondered fervently what it might have been like for his forebears, those who had fought the apes during the war. Brax himself had been but a cub at its conclusion, but cousins and uncles much older than he had told stirring tales of valor and sacrifice, all in the name of Sivar. The Lurakh line may not have been noble, but its blood flowed proudly through Brax’s veins. 


Of course, the war was long over, and the apes were now friends to the Kilrathi, but Brax still hoped for the honor of combat. News from Terran space indicated that pirates were attacking Confed ships, and even going so far as to threaten Assembly interests, too. The Kilrathi were hunters by nature—it would be a perversion to curb that bloodlust—but to blatantly harm innocents from the shadows, to bear no banner but that of terror, was obscene. Lurakh’s father had fought in the name of the Emperor, and, as the old saying went, for the glory of Sivar. There was honor in that, at least. But Brax was now beware of those without honor, those who would attack this convoy outright and condemn to death the mothers and cubs and grandfathers it held. His scopes were clear so far, but the pirates, possibly flying cloaked Strakhas or camouflaged K’ha’hafs, could have been anywhere.   


The convoy neared the Trk’Harna jump point, and Brax slowed his engines and powered up his weapons in preparation for its jump. Now was when a ship was most vulnerable, and when an attack was most likely. Ahead, the first Dorkir was swallowed by the swirling blue void of hyperspace, followed soon by another. The transit was going well, so far, Brax had to admit, and he purred contentedly as the fourth transport left Draga. His flight passed over the bulk of the Yargk’an, which was the next to last vessel in line, and as he passed, a bright red dot, like a burning sun, flashed on his scope, then abruptly vanished. “Be vigilant,” he warned his pilots, “we might have unfriendlies inbound.” 


“Are you sure, Flight Leader?” a pilot asked. “My scopes read negative.” 


Brax stared at the point where the blip had appeared, baring his canines in consternation. He checked active scanners, but came up with nothing. Maybe his mind had wandered, full, as it had been, of bygone adventures. “Perhaps it is nothing,” he growled. “A glitch in the system, maybe.” But it was no glitch; there it was again! Brax fired engines and followed the blip, only to see it disappear. “By the name of Sivar…” he hissed, and as the words passed his lips, the space ahead shimmered, and a strike force took shape and opened fire. Brax yawed hard left, roared, “We are under attack! Defend the Yargk’an!” The Vaktoths scattered, and Brax let loose with tachyon guns, obliterating the shields of the foremost bandit. To his surprise, Brax saw that it was a Terran fighter, an Excalibur. He also saw scattered Arrows, Raptors, and one or two Panthers. The convoy had no riches for these pirates to claim; why would they attack defenseless refugees? Well, intent as they were on destroying Brax’s fighters, he supposed they would now listen not to reason, but only violence.


Explosions dotted space, and the comm was alive with the strangled cries of the transports. Brax swore as another of his pilots went down. He fired guns, got a missile lock, and dropped a Heat-Seeker. The warhead twisted through the abyss, narrowing in on the blazing engines of the Excalibur, but failed to hit, instead snaking off into the depths of space. His Vaktoth rocked with hits from all sides, even as his gunner raked the skies with meson fire. Shields were failing. The Kilrathi escort was down to but a few fighters, desperately clinging to the Dorkir, intent on saving her. Brax yawed to starboard, went inverted into a loop, and straightened out at the last second. He fired full guns, melting through the Excalibur’s armor. The Terran fighter was dead in space, and before its pilot could eject, Brax hit him with a missile, and he roared in triumph as the Excalibur burst into a million smoldering pieces. 

But the glory was fleeting, as soon dozens of hissing warheads were targeting him: a rocket-pod, which had split apart upon launch. Brax fired chaff and attempted evasive maneuvers, but he couldn’t break the lock. His control board screamed at him as over half of the rockets hit, annihilating his shields and leaving his armor twisted and scorched. A Panther, a Raptor, and a pair of Arrows converged on him. Brax coaxed as much power from his engines as he could, but it was no use. Concentrated volleys of neutron and laser fire devastated what was left of his armor, and a cloudburst cannon finished him off. As his Vaktoth came apart around him, Brax Lurakh saw his ancestors, sheathed in faded glories, welcoming him to their eternal hunt. 

“Fighter cover eliminated,” the Panther pilot announced. The Terran strike force, having only lost the Excalibur and one Raptor, regrouped. “Mad Dog, you are clear. Let’s take these Cat bastards out.” 

“Roger, Buzz,” came the reply. A flight of Shrikes dropped from Stealth-mode, gleaming and deadly and bristling with torpedoes. The lead bomber came in, dodging ineffectual laser fire from the Yargk’an, and received a torpedo lock. The Kilrathi pleaded with them to be spared, but groveling would get them nowhere. “In the name of the Terran Liberation Front,” the Shrike pilot declared, “we claim this victory.” He launched a spread of light torpedoes, and followed up with a heavy one, right into the Dorkir’s engines. The other bombers dropped their payloads and backed off. Explosions rocked the Yargk’an, and its sister ship, blasting through shields and armor, and ripping the transport asunder. A coruscating halo lingered where once the Dorkirs had been, and then at last dissipated. “Mission accomplished,” Mad Dog announced.

“Hart will be pleased,” Buzz laughed. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” 

The fighters and bombers recloaked, and, content with their kill, headed for the jump point.    

The Matterhorn was in the thirty-sixth hour of its mission, and orbited the fifth planet of the Hell’s Kitchen System, a dark little world whose atmosphere was nothing but a thick soup of caustic gasses, its surface a vast, boiling sea. There were scattered reports from the CIAI that a semi-sentient race of invertebrates dwelled there, but no one was certain, for the planet was anything but hospitable to Terrans. But Colonel Casey was not concerned with that, bur rather with the task at hand, namely putting the Kilrathi terrorists out of business. The Wing had been flying regular patrols since the day before, but, aside from a few Jratheks and a flight of Salthis, there had been no significant encounter with the enemy thus far. Intelligence suggested that the terrorists were in Hell’s Kitchen in, according to the TCIA report, “vast numbers.” Thus far, Casey saw no sign of that. But, if Intell was correct, he was glad that the Matterhorn was not alone out here. While the supercarrier was a veritable powerhouse, it certainly did not pack the same punch as the Midway, and thus had met up with a small task force consisting of two Caernaven destroyers and a Plunkett cruiser. The extra firepower made Casey feel secure, but he knew that it was his Wing that counted most out here. So far, they had proven exceptionally skilled and disciplined, and Casey, watching from Flight Control, praised a pilot as he flawlessly landed his Panther, just as another ahead of him took off. 

Casey wanted desperately to strap himself into the cockpit and go out there, but he clung to his promise to Andrea, and assured her frequently through e-mail that he was being careful. Yes, he had flown one or two routine patrols, and had shot down three Kilrathi fighters, but he hated to be stifled like this, and hated even more to let his pilots do all the work while he stayed behind on the carrier. A good Wing Commander didn’t do that; his father wouldn’t have, and Blair certainly hadn’t. But he owed it to Andrea, and so here he was, commanding from Flight Control, as though he were directing pieces on a game board, not leading men and women into combat. He wondered what they thought, especially the squadron commanders. He had met with them shortly before the jump into Hell’s Kitchen, and had been speaking with them alone for the past couple days. They seemed understanding and eager to fly under him, but Casey knew there was a part of them that didn’t like what he was doing. Casey rubbed his face, and left things to the Flight Boss. He was scheduled to meet with the commander of the Black Angels squadron, Major Milo Campbell, in just a few minutes. 

His office, which overlooked the flight deck, was spacious and elegant, painted in cool tones. An aquarium hummed gently in the corner, and a transparent map board walled off a small sitting area, the couch cushions covered in leather. He had just finished going over an After-Actions Report, which he then forwarded to Captain Frieze, when his adjutant announced that Major Campbell had arrived. Campbell entered, a thick man with dark skin, blazing eyes, and a perpetual scowl. He was roughly Casey’s age, though perhaps a bit older. He snapped a salute. “At ease, Major,” Casey said amicably. “Please, take a seat.” Campbell sat, appearing uncomfortable as he glanced around the office. “I’ve been meeting individually with the squadron commanders, just to get a feel for them, and their methods. I know I’m new to the Matterhorn, but I’d like to develop a feeling of trust between my pilots and myself. What we’re doing is important out here, for both Confed and our Kilrathi allies, and I don’t want any misunderstandings to put our mission in jeopardy.” Campbell nodded silently, and Casey began to scroll through the Major’s dossier. “It looks good,” he commented. “Academy graduate, first assignment aboard the TCS Enterprise, fighting the Axis Militia in Hawking Sector. You received the Bronze Star for meritorious conduct in the Gardel System, and…” He looked up. “You fought the Nephilim?” 

Campbell shrugged, said, “Yes, sir, I tangled with the Bugs at Talos.” He paused for a moment, gnawing on his lower lip. At last, he growled, “But I can’t say I knew them as well as you, sir.” 

There was something about Campbell’s tone that Casey didn’t like. Nevertheless, keeping his own tone genial, he said, “Well, I did go toe-to-toe with them more than once, Major. But I wouldn’t say I ‘knew’ them. After all, who does?”

“Yes, sir,” Campbell replied, “but every time I hear your name—the great Lance Casey, son of the Iceman—I invariably hear about what you did at Kilrah, how you blew that wormhole to hell and saved us all. You were Confed’s golden boy; still are, as far as many, including my Black Angels, are concerned.” He shook his head. “Impressive.” 

Casey narrowed his eyes. “Forgive me, Major,” he said, “but you don’t sound very impressed. Is there something that we need to discuss?” 

“No, sir, it’s just that when I was a kid, I dreamed of becoming a pilot,” he replied. “The war was raging, the Cats had us pushed to the wall, and we cheered when Tolwyn kicked their furry butts at the Battle of Earth. To be a soldier was to be a god. And all through the Academy, even after the war was over, we were told we could be like those great men who, in humanity’s darkest hour, had vanquished the Kilrathi. We could be Michael Caseys or Christopher Blairs, they said. But I learned that we couldn’t. No matter what we do for humanity, our accomplishments are ignored. Confed views their holos and praises those famous men for what they did, while we risk our lives and struggle to keep food on the table. We, the real fighting men of the Confederation, go unrecognized. We can’t be Icemen or Mavericks!” He looked at Casey, his eyes smoldering with quiet rage. “And we can’t be you, Colonel.” 

The Major’s tone was so volcanic that Casey felt like Campbell had kicked him in the belly. Shaking his head to clear it, he stammered, “I appreciate what you’re saying, Campbell. I mean, I can sympathize. But what exactly are you trying to say, Major?”

“Just know that I’m not impressed by celebrity, sir,” Campbell snapped. “We all have our faults, even famous aces like you. And sitting on the sidelines in Flight Control won’t hide them.” He sighed. “I have another patrol to fly in twenty minutes, sir. Is that all?” 

Casey nodded and hurriedly dismissed the Major. When he was alone, Casey pounded his desk in annoyance, not particularly at Campbell, although the Black Angels’ commander had been out of line, but rather at the nature of what the Major had called his “celebrity.” He hadn’t gone into the Space Force to be famous, hadn’t earned his wings to rival the legend of Blair or his own father. Yet Casey had done remarkable things, and he supposed his recognition was deserved, but he also didn’t want to alienate people like Campbell. He just wanted to fly, and to protect the nation that he loved. He allowed himself a small chuckle. Whatever Campbell’s history or attitude, he certainly had a good way of humbling people. Sometime later, after wading through a pile of paperwork that made his duties at Sol Station seem trivial by comparison, Casey reported to Captain Frieze for the mission briefing. Thus far, things had been quiet, but Casey was hoping for something more substantial. 

In the dim, narrow confines of the briefing room, Casey and Frieze exchanged salutes, and the Matterhorn’s craggy-faced C.O. said, “Hello, Colonel. How are things going? Are you getting along with your Wing?” Casey smiled and politely nodded, not about to tell Frieze that he was already clashing with a squadron commander. But the Captain seemed pleased, and wasted no more time. “Colonel,” he said, “are you familiar with a man by the name of Jonas Hart?” Casey searched his memory, but came up empty. He shook his head. “Well, he’s been causing quite a stir of late,” Frieze continued, and brought up a hologram of a thin, severe-looking man with a shock of gray hair. “Here he is. He was a pilot during the war, one of Tolwyn’s Free Corps cronies. He got RIF’ed after the Treaty, and so shipped out to the Landreich. Only Kruger didn’t want him. Hart disappeared for several years, only to turn up in Gemini right after the Bugs hit. Word had it that he was forming partnerships.” 

“With who?” Casey asked, intrigued. 

Frieze shrugged. “Merchants’ Guild, Mercenaries’ Guild, the Lynch syndicate,” he said. “All Intell knows for sure is that he invested a lot of money, and then wasn’t heard from again until now.” 

“Let me guess. He’s been putting those hard-earned assets to good use?” 

“Hard to say for sure, Colonel,” the Captain replied. “But there’s been a war waged against innocent Kilrathi in and around Gemini Sector for the past six months or so. Chancellor Melek brought these attacks to our attention, but Confed couldn’t come up with a culprit, until recently. We have ample evidence pointing to a faction calling itself the Terran Liberation Front, who cite the recent terrorist attacks in Vega as a justification for their cause.”

“And what is their cause, sir?” 

“From what we can tell, a renewal of hostilities between Earth and Kilrah,” Captain Frieze said ominously. “This comes at a time when the Kilrathi people are about to take their first steps toward democracy, and so undoubtedly ConFleet is concerned.” He brought up another holo, this one showing the complete destruction of a pair of Dorkir transports. “This so-called Terran Liberation Front sent this out to the media yesterday, but TCIA managed to get hold of it before broadcast.” The image played again and again, and if Casey had been told that it was filmed during the war, he would have believed it. “This occurred in Trk'Pahn Sector two days ago, against a convoy of refugees from Draga III. The attack was unprovoked and unwarranted. This was not the first such attack, but the TLF is obviously getting bolder. It wouldn’t surprise me if they encroached as far as Vega!” 

Would humanity ever truly know peace? Casey wasn’t sure. If they weren’t threatened by outside forces, Confed could always count on an unlimited supply of demagogic madmen to cause them trouble. If it weren’t the Pilgrims, it was the Church of Man. If it wasn’t the Black Lance, it was the Axis Militia. And now it was the Terran Liberation Front. “I’ll inform my Wing to be on their guard, then,” he said at length. “But if we know the TLF is murdering Kilrathi, what does Hart have to do with it?” 

“As I said, it’s hard to say,” Frieze groaned. “But Intell is of the mind that Hart is the one behind this organization. If so, that’s bad news, since Hart was never hesitant to voice his opinion of the Kilrathi over the holo. His hatred of them is well documented, which is probably why Confed let him go, and why the Landreich didn’t want him.” 

“We’ve seen a lot of this, haven’t we, Captain?” Casey sighed. “Veterans who couldn’t handle coexisting with the Kilrathi and slipped their leash?” 

“Well, I saw the war up close and personal, Casey,” Frieze replied sternly. “And I have no great love for the Cats, I’ll admit it. But what Hart and his TLF are doing is disgusting. I didn’t risk my life for thirteen long years to help end the war to see men like him try to spark it back up.” He shrugged. “There’s little we can do about that now, though, save to be careful. Hart’s lot plays by different rules than we do. 

“But now it’s time to earn our bread; we have a mission ahead of us,” Frieze said. The map board lit up with a diagram of a planet. “This is Toadstool, the only habitable world in Hell’s Kitchen. As you may or may not know, Big Bang Pharmaceuticals recently bought out its competitors on Toadstool. The diverse plants and fungi that grow on its surface are used in the manufacture of medicines, including the all-too-important cure for Watson’s Disease, a disease currently seeing an epidemic throughout the Border Worlds. The Union’s funds are insufficient to harvest enough medicine for its own people, and as such are relying upon us.” Frieze tapped a few controls, and schematics for various Kilrathi capital ships materialized. “Our SWACS patrols have been unable to locate the primary enemy fleet in this system, but have spotted a small task force, comprised of a Fralthi, fighters, and support craft, en route to Toadstool. Their goal, it seems, is to cause as much damage as possible. If they succeed, Colonel, Big Bang will be in a serious bind, and Confed will be hard-pressed to provide the relief the Border Worlds sorely need.

“Your mission,” Captain Frieze continued, “is to take up a squadron of Vampires, and a flight of Devastators, and to ensure that Toadstool stays unmolested. Sweep Nav 1, and proceed to Nav 2, where you’ll rendezvous with the TCS Jefferson. Destroy any hostiles you may encounter. Use discretion, Colonel, but don’t let the enemy get away. The less those terrorists know about our position, the better off we’ll be. At Nav 3, you should encounter the Fralthi. Eliminate its fighter cover and turrets, and send in the bombers. Once the strike force has been eliminated, return home via Nav 4. Any questions, Colonel?” 

“No, sir,” Casey replied. “We’ll get right on it.” 

Frieze grinned. “That’s what I like to hear, Casey. Dismissed.” 

Sometime later, Casey was behind the podium with countless pairs of eyes upon him. The Black Angels and the Grizzly Bears would fly the mission, while the other squadrons remained with the Matterhorn to fly CAP. When the pilots had checked individual assignments with the ICIS, he said, “This is the first major combat action you’ve flown since I took over the Wing. We’ve worked well together so far, and I hope to continue that relationship, if only for the sake of the Border Worlders who need Big Bang operational on Toadstool.” He paused, having come to a decision while in the briefing with Frieze. “I will be leading Alpha Wing,” he announced, and noted several excited grins on the faces of the younger pilots. “We roll within the hour. Dismissed, and good luck.” 

Casey suited up in the ready room, and proceeded to complete his Vampire’s loadout. Content with the armament, he chose a pilot known as Nickel, a young blonde man from Gimle, to be his wingman. Nickel was a recent flight school graduate, and seemed eager to fly on Casey’s wing. As he approached his sleek and deadly ship, he threw a salute to his grinning fighter captain, who said from behind a thick mustache, “Well, well, Colonel, finally putting your years of experience to good use? It’s about time; I was thinking I was going to be put out of a job!” 

“Don’t worry, Jim,” Casey laughed. “You’ll have plenty to do when I get back!” 

Jim guffawed, and began to finish the preparations for launch. As Casey was climbing the ladder into the Vampire’s cockpit, he heard his name, and turned to see Major Campbell, cradling a helmet with the callsign “Hardcore” stenciled upon it, seething beneath him. “Colonel Casey, sir,” Campbell growled, “with all due respect, I command Alpha Wing!” 

“Not on this mission, Major,” Casey snapped, placing as much force into his tone as he could muster. He was not about to let Campbell question his authority now, not in front of the Wing, and especially not when they were about to embark on an offensive assignment. “You’re still in command of the Black Angels, Campbell, and you have jurisdiction over your own pilots, but I am the Wing Commander. If you have a problem with that, I’m sure we can discuss it, but in private. But, for now, Major, prepare for takeoff, okay?”

Campbell muttered to himself as he stalked off. Jim smirked, asked, “What’s his problem?” 

“Mind your own business, Burrows!” Casey growled, and dropped into the cockpit. He slapped on his helmet and, when Burrows and the flight crew had cleared the deck, he closed the cockpit and waited for the tractor to tow him into line. “This is Alpha One,” he announced, “I am go for launch.” 

“Roger that, Alpha One,” the flight boss returned. “Have a good mission.” With a snap and a roar of engines, Casey shot down the length of the flight deck and into open space. He yawed hard right as, behind him, Nickel launched and took formation. Soon, the entire squadron was in position, with the Devastators right behind. When the rest of the Wing was flying, Casey activated autopilot and, while in transit to the first waypoint, opened a commlink to Nickel. “Is this your first major combat op, Lieutenant?” he asked.

On the vidscreen, Nickel shook his head. “No, sir,” he replied enthusiastically. “I was posted to the Wing on the TCS Marvel last year, when we tangled with some Cats near the Kilrathi border.” 

“So you’ve fought these pirates before?” 

Nickel shrugged. “Might be, sir. We never found out for sure who we were fighting, but some mad-as-hell Cats stole one of those big Bhanktaras from an Assembly dry-dock and were planning to unleash some major damage on G’wriss. Luckily, we intercepted them at G'wrikath and managed to put them out of business.” He chuckled ruefully. “Thing is, though, sir, is that not only did they have one of those big carriers, but a whole damn fleet of corvettes and frigates. I was scared as hell, but I pulled through okay, and shot down my first bogey. I’ve got four confirmed kills now, sir!” 
“Well, one more, Nickel, and I’ll be pinning that Ace ribbon on you,” Casey said with a smile. He liked Nickel. The kid was smart and energetic and, at least judging from his dossier, a capable pilot. He would go far if he kept his head on straight. “But stay sharp, Lieutenant, we’re coming up on Nav 1,” he announced. The strike force dropped out of autopilot, but the first waypoint was clear. At Nav 2, the Jefferson had been targeted by a flight of Dralthi IVs, with several Shok’lars in reserve, no doubt forward scouts from the Kilrathi task force. Casey and his pilots eliminated these bandits with little difficulty, and the Plunkett, sporting nary a scratch, reported an all-clear.   

At the third waypoint, Casey’s scopes lit up with a myriad of red blips, and Major Campbell announced that he had spotted incoming bogeys. “Roger that,” Casey confirmed. “I count one Fralthi-class cruiser, two corvettes, a Lumbari transport, and fighters.” The Fralthi loomed large and deadly, a relic of the Vega campaign, but the fighter presence was far greater than the cruiser’s typical complement, confirming Captain Frieze’s suspicious that this task force was but part of a larger fleet. Dralthis and Jratheks began to challenge the Confed pilots, and Casey ordered Alpha Wing to break and attack. The battle was fierce, so intent were the terrorists on their objective, and so too the Black Angels squadron on stopping them. 

As the Vampires tangled with the Kilrathi fighters, the Jefferson swept ahead and let loose with a blistering salvo of laser, particle, and plasma fire. The Lumbari, no doubt ferrying ground troops to seize Big Bang’s bases on Toadstool, was robbed of its shields, and a spread of ImRecs from a passing pair of fighters split her open, disgorging scores of red-armored enemy marines into the ether. The Confed cruiser backed off slightly, in order to provide cover fire for the Vampires, but not to interfere with their mission.  Casey armed one of his own ImRecs and let fly as soon as he had a target lock. The Jrathek tried to evade, but was caught and torn apart, a last lingering howl hissing over the comm. He took out two more Jratheks and a Dralthi before, looming large through the viewport, a sleek corvette came right at him, arming its weapons banks for a kill. Casey yawed to port, firing afterburners and pulling up to avoid the Cat ship as it edged dangerously close. The corvette’s turrets tracked him, nearly succeeding in burning through his rear armor. He had put significant distance between himself and the Kilrathi when a Heat-Seeker targeted him, hungry for the warmth of his engines. Three predatory Dralthi hunted him, one from above, another below, and the third from five o’clock. He evaded the missile, but in doing so flew directly into the guns of a waiting fourth Dralthi. “Dammit!” he hissed. “Alpha One requesting assistance; they’re all over me!” 

“No can do, Colonel,” the cool voice of Hardcore Campbell replied. Casey swore and checked his scopes; the Major was taking Bravo Wing up against one of the corvettes, even while swarms of enemy fighters still threatened the success of the mission. Campbell was likely trying to shuck his humiliation at being upstaged by Casey back at the Matterhorn. Such reckless and selfish behavior could get people killed. Well, Campbell would be dealt with in time; meanwhile, Casey had an entire flight of Dralthis to deal with! He went evasive, but the Cats had a bead on him. “Goddammit, Campbell!” he roared. His computer warned of a missile lock, but just before the warhead could be launched, the Dralthi was torn apart in a blossom of ravaged metal. Tachyon fire tore through the shields of another Kilrathi, and the others, things having been made equal, fled. Casey laughed and checked his screens. It was Alpha Two: Nickel! The Dralthi’s funeral pyre faded, and the Lieutenant came up on Casey’s port wing. “Looks like you got your ribbon, Nickel!” he called. 

“Nothing to it, sir!” Nickel beamed. “Besides, that was my second kill!”  

An orange blip vanished from the radar, and in the distance, Casey saw an explosion rippling through space. Campbell and Bravo Wing rolled through the debris cloud and shouted in triumph, almost as though Hardcore was rubbing his kill in Casey’s face. Lance ignored the show, and instead focused on the mission. He shot down two more fighters, and shifted power to the forward shields for the run against the cruiser. He fired a missile to weaken the Fralthi’s defenses, and took out a turret with full guns. Nickel got another turret, and two more Black Angels put the Kilrathi’s guns out of order. The way was clear for the bombers of Grizzly Bear squadron, and Casey sent the order to escort the Devastators in. The Fralthi powered up its massive engines in an attempt to escape destruction, but it was no use. A flurry of light and heavy torpedoes eradicated shields, and tore through armor. “Look at her go, baby!” a bomber pilot laughed. “Like a fuckin’ tinderbox,” another chimed in. Casey ordered the Wing to form back up at the Jefferson, and the Devastators sped away just as the Fralthi broke in two. The surviving corvette was caught in the explosion and, its engines fried, the Jefferson finished her off. 

“Those Dralthi are trying to run, sir!” a Black Angel exclaimed. 

Casey swore; he was low on fuel. “What’s everybody’s status?” he asked.

“Running on fumes, chief,” someone replied.

“Same here, sir,” said Nickel. 

“Then, return to base, people,” Casey sighed. Captain Frieze had told him to destroy all hostiles, but he wasn’t about to put his pilots at risk to accomplish that goal. Besides, the Kilrathi weren’t stupid; they were bound to know that Confed would have responded to their presence in Hell’s Kitchen. He only hoped he hadn’t compromised the Matterhorn’s mission by letting them go.

After eliminating some Salthis, leftovers from the main task force, at Nav 4, the Wing returned to the Matterhorn. The ACLS grabbed his fighter by the nose and brought him gently to a landing. Jim and his people secured the Vampire, and Casey dropped to the deck, his hair thick with sweat. “Good job, folks!” he called and the pilots cheered. “We gave those Cats a black eye they won’t soon forget!” He clapped Jim on the shoulder as he passed, and then went to search for Major Campbell. Hardcore was resting against the wheel of his fighter, his helmet in his lap, staring at the ground with a blank expression. “Major,” Casey said, and Campbell came to attention. “Your pilots did well out there, Campbell; they should be commended, particularly Lieutenant Nichols. Nickel saved my ass out there; I’m going to recommend him for a Bronze Star.” 

“Great,” Campbell growled. 

“And I also want to congratulate you on taking out that corvette,” Casey continued. “You saved our bombers a lot of trouble. But know also, Major, that when someone requests assistance, you shouldn’t disregard him in order to chase after auxiliary targets. This isn’t a game, Campbell. If your wingman can’t rely upon you, then what chance does he have?” 

“Colonel, sir, I’ve been in the Space Force a little longer than you have,” Campbell snapped. “I know what it’s all about, and I know when to come to a wingman’s aid.” A fiendish grin, which could have been a sneer, marred Campbell’s face. “And I know when he can take care of himself. I wouldn’t want to humble the great Lance Casey by hauling his balls out of the fire. If that’s all, sir?” 

“Yeah,” Casey muttered, and walked away. He hit decontam, and debriefed his pilots. The Matterhorn was on alert—particularly now that the Kilrathi terrorists knew they were in the system—but for now Casey was off-duty. He sent a message to his family, and then decided to pay a visit to the rec room. It would benefit the Wing to see him there, to know that he shared in their revelry. The room was packed, and Casey took a seat at the end of the bar, quietly sipped a drink. Major Campbell was at a table with several of his pilots, laughing and recounting the destruction of the corvette. For a moment, their eyes met, and Casey turned away. Campbell laughed even harder. Casey sighed. He wondered how much the Major could piss him off before he killed him. 

Overhead, the holovid flickered to life, and the bartender switched through several channels before landing, amidst a chorus of protests from those wishing to see the Space Force versus Navy cricket match, on the Terran News Channel. After a few commercials for Aurora Bernal and Metadynamix Systems, among others, the infoburst came on, and Casey demanded that the volume be turned up, for a graphic on-screen proclaimed “Breaking News.” The anchor, in front of a stellar backdrop, appeared dour, as he announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re hearing troubling reports from the Kilrah Sector, where apparently a terrifying attack against an Assembly starbase in the H’rekkah System has left two hundred seventy-five dead, including two Confederation diplomats, and a representative of the Firekkan Planetary Alliance.” The image shifted to a live shot of a gutted, flaming space station. Large tenders drifted through the wreckage, looking for any possible survivors. Casey didn’t suppose there were any. The anchor continued, “The so-called Terran Liberation Front, which has claimed responsibility for no less than fifty attacks against the Assembly of Clans, has been accused of the raid, although several Kilrathi representatives, including Councilman R’Buruk nar Caxki, suggest that Confed officials have been directly supporting the TLF. President Taggart and Admiral Kevin Tolwyn flatly deny these allegations, and Chancellor Melek nar Pasqual had this to say…”

Melek was small for a Kilrathi, his head flatter than many Casey had seen before, and his face was decidedly more prognathic. He had been a distaff cousin to the Imperial line, and an advisor to the Crown Prince, before surrendering to the Confederation after the destruction of Kilrah. There were still many, including several Clan leaders like R’Buruk, who did not approve of his leadership, and despised the direction in which he had taken the Kilrathi. But, ever since the death of Ragark twenty years ago, the Kilrathi had maintained peace among one another, not counting random strikes conducted by the terrorists that even now were causing trouble in Hell’s Kitchen. Resplendent in his crimson robes of office, the Chancellor stood behind a podium in the Council Chamber on Pasqual X, and growled, “I cannot stress enough, my brethren, that the Terrans are our friends. Despite what a few murderers do on the fringes of space, we must be unwavering in our trust of the Confederation. Without the assistance of the Terrans, we would have torn each other apart following the collapse of the Empire. The Kilrathi owe them much, and when the Confederation President arrives on Pasqual in two weeks’ time, he shall be welcomed as though he were one of our own. And that is all I wish to say concerning this matter.” 

The shot returned to the anchorman, just as he was straightening his tie. “ConFleet has issued a statement,” he said, “promising swift retribution for those killed in H’rekkah. Admiral Tolwyn himself is said to be ‘deeply sorrowed’ by the attack, and stresses that the Terran Liberation Front will be brought to justice. More on this story as it develops.” He turned to another camera, and this time the graphic promised news from the Landreich. 

The Republic was currently embroiled in a bitter civil war, the nation divided between the Bondarevsky and Galbraith camps. The conflict had begun almost three years ago when the newly-elected President Galbraith had attempted to cut the armed forces by three-fourths, citing that, since the ending of tensions between Confed and the Landreich, a bloated military was the last thing the Republic needed. Having only recently been attacked by a faction of militant Yan, Admiral Jason Bondarevsky, the preeminent Landreich hero and commander of the Navy, boldly disagreed, and refused to begin dismantling his forces, even going so far as to eject from Fawcett’s World several officials from the Navy Department. Galbraith had labeled Bondarevsky and his followers as criminals, and had dispatched a carrier group to detain them. But the Admiral had fought back, destroying the task force with his behemoth of a ship, the Mjollnir. Pursued by the entire Landreich Navy, the Mjollnir had sought refuge with the Border Worlds on New Plains, only to be turned away at the frontier. But Bondarevsky had persevered, and, after having amassed his own impressive military force, was even now at Landreich’s doorstep. Commanding from his base on Hell Hole, Bondarevsky ruled as a benevolent dictator, while the legitimate Galbraith government was in shambles. TNC went live to a press conference from Buford’s World, and gray-haired Bondarevsky, flanked by his senior-most lieutenants—Aengus Harper and Etienne Montclair—railed against the weak Galbraith regime and assured total victory within a year. The whole situation saddened Casey, and he turned away from the holovid.  

The whole galaxy was coming apart at the seams. Space, obviously, wasn’t big enough for everyone, and people were killing each other en masse to prove this. He wondered what the galaxy would be like in twenty years, when his sons were men. Would humanity be trapped in another tragic conflict like the Kilrathi War? And could mankind survive another such catastrophe? What would Michael and Christopher have to face, when they had children of their own? Casey didn’t want to think about it; the prospects were too sorrowing. 

He was trying to concentrate on more mundane matters when a klaxon rang throughout the Matterhorn. “Attention, this is the Captain,” came the gravelly voice of Wilson Frieze. “Kilrathi ships are on approach. Repeat: Kilrathi ships are on approach. All hands to battle stations!” 
“You heard the man, people. Let’s go!” Casey shouted, and the pilots headed for the flight deck. No matter what was happening in other parts of the galaxy, a battle was about to be waged, and those Kilrathi terrorists would be sorry they ever messed with the Terran Confederation.

