Part Three


The Wasp rocketed into space upon booster pods, and Casey, flying with the Green Hornets squadron, felt the g-forces in his chest. He had flown the nimble interceptor many times in his career, but had never truly grown accustomed to its strength, to its speed and power. The Matterhorn needed that speed and power, however, if it was to survive. As the stars, transformed into rainbow streamers of light, flew past Casey, the comm crackled to life, and CAG Frieze’s grave image appeared upon the VDU. “People, listen up,” he growled. “A Kilrathi strike force is now en route to the Matterhorn. They must have tracked us down after that last op. We’re looking at two frigates, half a dozen corvettes, and at least two wings of fighters and bombers. The Majestic has already engaged the Cats’ advance forces, and the Jefferson is on her way from Toadstool. The Captain is keeping the Palmerston here in reserve. Eliminate as many of their forward raiders as you can. The rest of the Air Group will arrive momentarily. Matterhorn out.” 


“You cool, Casey?” came the voice of Tom Sagan, one of the other Wing Commanders aboard the Matterhorn. 


Casey keyed his mike, said, “I’m cool, Astro,” just as the booster pod, having been spent, tumbled into the abyss. The radar pulsed with red blips, and the radio exploded with comm chatter. The Wasps dove headlong into the fray, lighting up the void with tachyon fire, and with the heavy devastation of the mass driver cannon. Casey ordered the Hornets to attack, and instantly, a flight of hapless Salthi was torn apart. The Murphy had already crippled one of the corvettes, and was even now engaging a frigate, assaulting its phase shields with gunfire and deadly ship-to-ship missiles. The Green Hornets targeted a squadron of Shok’lars, a class of medium fighter that had seen limited action during the end of the War. Casey dropped the reticule over the bobbing form of a Kilrathi, and opened up with mass drivers. The heavy bullets ripped through the Shok’lar’s shields, and shredded armor. Leaking fuel, the Kilrathi attempted to evade, but flew right into the path of an ImRec, which had been fired by a fellow Hornet.

 By the time Lance had sent three more Dralthi, and a Jrathek, back to the embrace of the War God, the Vampires, Panthers, Tigersharks, and a flight of Shrikes from the Matterhorn arrived, and the rout of the terrorist strike force was thus assured. Casey ordered the Green Hornets to fall back, and watched approvingly as the Vampires of the Black Angels squadron ravaged a unit of Jratheks, and sent a flight of Dralthi running to the security of the corvettes, three more of which had been destroyed. The Tigersharks of the Bleeding Fangs squadron cleared the way for the Shrikes, and a chorus of Terran cheers greeted the destruction of the second enemy frigate. The Kilrathi cursed the Confederation pilots, and promised them only pain and suffering. But their taunts were hollow, for the terrorists knew they were beaten. As the two surviving corvettes attempted to flee the battle, the Jefferson at last arrived, and obliterated them. This fight was over, and Casey watched as the shattered enemy wing, comprised of scattered Dralthi and Shok’lars and Paktahns, escaped the battle on full burn. 

“Hardcore!” Casey exclaimed. “Pursue those fighters; track them back to their base. Keep your distance, though, and make sure the Kilrathi don’t detect you.” 

“Roger that, sir,” Campbell replied coolly. “Going to Stealth mode and initiating pursuit. Do you copy that, Angels? Let’s cloak, and maintain radio silence. Let’s find out where these bastards are coming from!” 

Sometime later, the Wing regrouped, and they at last returned to the Matterhorn. Casey was given clearance to land, and when he leapt out of the cockpit, Jim Burrows was there to slap his back and give him thumbs-up. CAG Frieze met him halfway to decontam, and announced with a broad grin, “Excellent work, Casey! Bringing you aboard the Matterhorn was the right choice, indeed. We now have a good idea from where those Cats are operating, and it’s all thanks to you.” 

“Well, sir, Major Campbell’s squadron was the one to pinpoint the Kilrathi’s base-of-operations,” Casey replied with all humility. After all, he certainly did not want Campbell to think that he was after all the glory. The Black Angels had performed admirably, and they deserved the recognition. But Frieze merely nodded, clapped Casey upon the shoulder, and told him to debrief his Wing, and to take a breather before the next briefing. After a quick nap, Casey went to his office, and there he was inundated with a heap of paperwork and e-mails. He sent the After-Actions Report to the CAG, as usual, and waded through the mail, discovering that his recommendation to High Command had gone through, and that Lieutenant Nichols would now indeed receive his Bronze Star, for “meritorious conduct in the Hell’s Kitchen System, on or around 2691.326.” 

Pleased with the performance thus far of his Wing, his good mood was heightened when his computer honked at him and displayed the words, “Incoming Translight Burst from Earth. Please Stand By.” A few short moments later, there was young Michael’s smiling, cherubic face, the spitting image of his father. “Hi, Dad!” the boy exclaimed. “What’s up?” 

“Hey, Michael!” Casey laughed. “What are you doing? Isn’t it past your bedtime?” Indeed, behind the boy, through the windows, only darkness was visible. 

Michael shrugged in that innocent way of young children, a gesture that could make even the most heinous of acts seem chaste. “Mom said me and Chris could stay up to watch the holo. There’s no school tomorrow.” 

“Oh?” Casey said with a grin. “Well, I hope you and your brother are behaving yourselves. Don’t think I’m so far away that I can’t keep an eye on you. Two eyes, even!” For a moment, Michael seem horrified by the idea, but at last shook his head. “Hey, you think I’m kidding? Just you wait and see, mister, the first time you cause trouble, I’ll be there in a nanosecond.” 

Michael swallowed, and his face flushed as though this were physically possible. “I’ll be good, Dad! I swear!” he cried.

“I know you will, son,” said Lance gently, swelling with both love and pride for this delicate little person. Although Michael had been born six years ago, every time Casey looked at his son, he still couldn’t quite believe that he had made him. At times, he still felt like that twenty-five year old plebe, raising hell on the space lanes with Maestro, and getting into trouble with the Altairian Consulate-General. But times had changed. He was a man now, with the weight of fatherhood upon his shoulders. His job out here, in the cockpit, was important. He had to protect not only his own sons, but the child of every man and women in the Confederation, from fiends like the Cult of Sivar, or Jonas Hart and his TLF. He looked back at Michael, and smiled lopsidedly. “Where’s your mother? Why don’t you put her on the comm?” 

“Okay,” Michael said. He glanced over his shoulder. “Here she comes. Besides, Zap Jones, Jumpscout Junior, is back on. Love ya, Dad!” 

“I love you, too, son,” Casey said, and a moment later, Andrea sat down at the comm, and her lovely face lit up with a smile. “Well, hello! And how are things holding up at Casey Manor?” 

“Well, sir,” Andrea replied jovially, “I think I’ve been invaded by a pair of rabid Vegan sabertooths! They’ve torn up the house, and have eaten everything!” She sobered quickly, however, and Casey saw the sadness in his wife’s eyes. “Seriously, Lance,” she continued, “things would be a lot simpler if you were here at home.” 

“I know,” Casey sighed, not willing to argue the point, for Andrea was undoubtedly correct. “But, like I told you, honey, it’s only for this one op. Once we have these Kilrathi pushing up daisies, I’ll be back on Earth.” 

“Yeah?” Andrea said skeptically. “And when will that be? A month? Two months? A year!?” 

Casey shook his head. “Don’t be silly. Look, we’re making headway here in Hell’s Kitchen. Before you know it, I’ll be saying goodbye to the good ship Matterhorn, you’ll see.” He sighed. “Andrea, you have nothing to worry about. I’ve kept my promise; I’ve only seen limited action thus far.” He winced at his own lie, and saw that Andrea wasn’t buying it, either. But she merely nodded, and said nothing else about it. They talked for a little bit longer, and at last hung up, a feeling of tension lingering in the stellar void. Casey went back to work, and an hour later, received a visitor. 

The door to his office swung open suddenly, and in strode Major Campbell, his eyes dark, and his mood darker. Casey rose suddenly, barked, “Major, what is the meaning of this? You can’t just barge in here like that!” 

“Sir, how the hell dare you?” Hardcore snarled. “Where do you get the damned gall?” 

“Shut up, Campbell,” Casey spat back. “Just what the hell are you talking about? Maybe if you cool it for one goddamn second, I can answer you.” 

Like a caged dog, Campbell began to pace the confines of the office. “I was just in the rec room, Colonel,” he growled. “Everyone’s talking about it. How CAG Frieze is recommending that you get the Gold Star for finding that Cat fleet. I would be more than willing to share the credit for that find, sir, but when my accomplishments are stolen from under my nose and waved in my face, I get a little mad.” 

“I can see that, Major,” Casey sighed. Somehow, he had known this would happen, and he did not blame Campbell for being upset, but this was still the military, and there were lines drawn somewhere. “But remember who you’re speaking to, and show a little regard for your commanding officer. And stop pacing, mister, you’re at attention!” Casey’s bitter tone hit the Major like a cracking whip, and at once, he became rigid, his eyes forward, hands at his side. “I never once took credit for the Black Angels’ success, nor did the thought cross my mind. I informed Captain Frieze that I had nothing to do with it, and that you, Major, were to receive the glory. Now, I will talk to the CAG, but remember this, Campbell: We’re out here to preserve the safety of the citizens of the Terran Confederation, and to stop those who would threaten it. The purpose of this mission is not to ensure Milo Campbell’s goddamn legacy. Do you understand?” Campbell, clearly taken aback, nodded. “I said, do you understand, Major?” 

“Yes, sir!” Campbell snapped. “Is that all, Colonel?” 

Casey shook his head. “No, Major,” he replied, “it isn’t. We’re all a team out here; this isn’t a contest. If you work with me, I’ll gladly work with you. But if you continue to undermine my authority, as you have been doing, I will have you grounded, and I will look to reassign you. I don’t need yours—or anyone’s—selfishness jeopardizing the Wing, or this ship. Is that clear?” 

“Yes, sir!” 

“Then get the hell out of my office,” Casey growled, and when Campbell at last left, he sank into his chair with a mighty sigh. He wondered for a moment if Commodore Blair had ever had to put up with such difficult pilots, even knowing that Blair had flown with the infamous Maniac Marshall. Casey wished that Blair were still alive today. He could use the advice. 

Casey returned to his cabin for a night of fitful slumber, and awoke at 0500 to grab a quick breakfast in the mess hall, and to then report to Frieze for the next mission briefing. He sipped bubbling black coffee as he took a seat next to Tom Sagan, and the Matterhorn’s two other Wing Commanders: Colonels Maura Atkins and Ken Jeffries. Atkins was a thin, hatchet-faced woman in her late thirties, unmarried and proud of it, with blonde hair cropped short, and dull brown eyes. Jeffries, who spoke in a clipped British accent, was bright and energetic, having just recently been promoted from an Executive position. Just slightly younger than Casey, he had a thin, rakish mustache and frequently was found chain-smoking cigarettes in the rec room. Sagan, whom years earlier Casey had known in the Enigma Sector, was at the brink of retirement, a dark-complexioned man with stark gray hair, and eyes reddened by years of risking his own ass against Kilrathi, pirates, and other such toughs. They were all good officers, and exceptional pilots, and Casey thought back to his days on the Midway, and to its Air Group, which had been staffed by the best pilots from both Confed and the Border Worlds. Most of those brave men and women were either retired, dead, or flying elsewhere, but a few, like Maestro, still called the megacarrier home. No ship could be quite home for Casey, but nevertheless he was feeling comfortable with his comrades aboard the Matterhorn, if only he could smooth things out with pilots like Milo Campbell. 

“Okay, everybody here?” Captain Frieze asked, also cradling a steaming mug, as he took a seat across from his subordinates. He tapped at a dataslate on the table before him, and immediately Casey’s own screen came alive with streams of information and seemingly random ship schematics, both Confed and Kilrathi. Frieze said, as grainy holocam images, taken from the cover of a tumbling asteroid field, appeared, “We’ve had a couple days rest, people, aside from a few skirmishes near where we last encountered those Cats, but things are heating up, and Command is of the mind that our work here in Hell’s Kitchen is almost done.” Casey heaved a sigh of relief. Sure, the Matterhorn would most likely jump to another system, and then another, but the quicker they stopped the pirates here, and in the next system, the sooner Casey could return to Earth, and to his family. Frieze continued, indicating the reconnaissance footage, “Our SWACS patrols have been scouring the area Colonel Casey’s forces pinpointed two days ago as the Kilrathi’s base-of-operations in this system, and have come up with a sketch of the capacity and magnitude of what exactly it is we’ll be facing out there.”

Colonel Atkins studied the Seahawks’ data, and said with a raised eyebrow, “A Snakier, sir?” Casey glanced at his own slate, saw the hologram of the deadly warship, immense in size, and bristling with point-defense guns and laser turrets. The Snakier had been new to the Imperial fleet during the height of the Vega Campaign, when the capture of the enemy starbase in Venice had seemed necessary to end the war. The Iceman, and others from the ill-fated Tiger’s Claw, had flown against such behemoths, and now Casey, over thirty years later, was about to face the same. But the carrier was older than Casey himself.

“Yes, Colonel,” Frieze said, somewhat brusquely, “that seems to be the focus of the enemy fleet, a Snakier-class heavy carrier. As we’ve already ascertained from our encounter with the Fralthi, we’re not facing state-of-the-art ships here, people. After the war, of course, the Assembly mothballed most of their warships, and cut their stellar defenses by over half, as per the Treaty of Torgo, but those vessels still remain in dry-dock, and Melek has assured us that he has no intention of putting them up for auction. Whatever these terrorists have in their arsenal was foraged from spare parts out of Gar’s Emporium, or from some wild Landreich shipyard.” His mien grew serious for a moment, and he said, “But, remember, people, the Cats nearly fought us to a standstill with these weapons, and whatever upgrades the Cult of Sivar—or whomever—have engineered for them only make these tools of war all the deadlier. Don’t disregard the danger they pose, just because their hull paint is a little chipped.” Frieze shrugged. “Besides, at least we’re not facing one of those monster Bhantkaras like we did in Assembly space last year, so be thankful for that.” 

“So,” Tom Sagan said, “a Snakier, a Ralari, and a Fralthra?” 

The CAG nodded. “Plus a multitude of sundry tenders, corvettes, and the usual complement of fighters, in this case, a defensive screen comprised of Dralthi, Jratheks, and a few Shok’lars. Recon also suggests a small escort of Krant medium-fighters, and at least one squadron of bombers, but, since we’ll be on the offensive this time, you needn’t worry too much about those.

“Our primary goal, people, is to eliminate the carrier and its escorts, and to ensure that Hell’s Kitchen stays unmolested,” Frieze continued. “I’m designating a bomber squadron from each wing to each capital ship, but it remains imperative that the fighter cover and corvettes be scrapped as soon as possible. The Jefferson, Palmerston, and the Majestic are falling back to safeguard Toadstool, while we’ll be locating to the second planet of the Hell’s Kitchen System, from where we’ll stage our attack. Our Vampires and Tigersharks will sneak through the asteroid field under Stealth, maintaining strict radio silence during the approach, and then will drop cloak once in range of the Kilrathi vanguard. When the all-clear has been sounded, the bombers, as well as the Matterhorn herself, will enter the fray, under escort from the Piranha squadrons, of course. The Captain wants a clean kill here, people. We get in, we do what we have to, and then we get out. Don’t milk it, and don’t show off. We’re not going to lose people on this op. Is this understood?” 

“Yes, sir,” the Wing Commanders responded. 

“Good. From what Intelligence has been able to establish over the past several days,” Frieze said, “this carrier group is responsible for many other heinous attacks in Vega these last few months. If we do our jobs correctly, and take that Snakier out, we’ll be doing a lot to ease the thorn in Confed’s side. The Cats won’t quit—when have you ever known them to—but we’ll be one big step closer to shutting them down for good. Any questions?” There were none. “All right, then, people. Get to it. We launch at 1000.” 

As the other Wing Commanders departed to prepare their own mission briefings, Casey drew Frieze aside, and said, sotto voce, “Captain, may I be frank?” 

“I wouldn’t want you to be anything else, Colonel Casey,” the CAG replied. “Tell me, what’s on your mind?” 

Casey shrugged, knowing that he should not be upset with Captain Frieze. The CAG obviously appreciated his new pilot’s abilities, and nothing was quite wrong with that. But Casey also knew that no one should be singled out for the bravery and skill of the entire Air Group. “Sir,” he said with a sigh, “I respectfully request that you withdraw your recommendation to Command that I get the Gold Star. I’ve done nothing to warrant such an honor, sir.” 

“Of course you have!” Frieze protested. “Finding that Snakier…” 

“Was none of my doing, Captain,” Casey interjected. “I merely ordered Major Campbell’s squadron to initiate the pursuit. It was their skill and dedication that deserves recognition, not anything, large or small, I may have done.” 

Frieze thought for a long moment, stroking his pudgy chin, and at last said, “Very well, then, Colonel, I’ll withdraw my request, but I’m still nonetheless impressed by the skill you’ve shown me since you came aboard the Matterhorn. I want you to know that, Casey.” 

“I do, sir, and I appreciate it,” Casey replied. “But there are four hundred other men and women aboard this ship who are as dedicated and skilled as I am. And it would help immensely if they saw that their CAG knew this, as well.” 

Frieze jerked at the rebuke, but said nothing of it. Merely smiling, he clapped Casey on the shoulder and told him that he believed fully in his pilots, and wouldn’t want them to think otherwise. He sent Casey on his way, and sank back onto the sofa, sipping coffee and scrolling through his dataslate. Lance was disturbed momentarily by the CAG’s manner, but did not think of it further, and returned to his office to gather his own notes. After the briefing, during which he saw that his pilots were just itching to go on the offensive, he suited up and took the lift down to the flight deck, which resembled nothing less than pandemonium. Casey would again be flying a Vampire with the Black Angels, and again with Nickel on his wing. While crossing the expansive deck, he did not encounter Hardcore Campbell, for which he was thankful. He didn’t need any such distractions while flying.

Jim Burrows had his fighter prepped and ready when Casey at last arrived, and he leapt into the cockpit and snapped his helmet in place. The last of the Angels and the Bleeding Fangs were racing to their craft, and the energy of the launch was positively crackling. The Tigersharks took off, and Casey was towed into line and, with a less-than-gentle push from the catapult, was thrown into space. The second world of Hell’s Kitchen hung below, a small rocky sphere, Mars-like in color. The Matterhorn’s forward raiders having been assembled, they headed for the tumbling asteroid belt in the distance, the comm channels silent as a tomb. Space became dulled and gray as Lance switched on the cloak, and at that point weapons were locked, useless and ineffective. But they wouldn’t need their guns or missiles now, not until they were on top of the Kilrathi, and at that point, the Cats would have little chance to bring their own weapons to bear. Soon, the rocks cleared, and there before them was the rust-colored Snakier carrier, surrounded by its Ralari and Fralthra escorts, both relics of the turbulent Kilrathi War. Several corvettes drifted upon the periphery of the fleet, and enemy fighters, like a swarm of ultra-deadly insects, flitted through the nothingness. Maintaining radio silence, the fighters split, the Fangs yawing to port, the Angels to starboard. They knew their roles, and as they came within range of the Cat’s advance guard, they dropped cloak and all hell broke loose. A Dralthi broke apart under Lance’s salvo, and Nickel whooped as he nailed two more Jratheks. “Ha, ha! We caught that terrorist son of a bitch with his pants down, all right!” laughed Major Jamey Cutting, C.O. of the Bleeding Fangs. 

The fight raged on, with the corvettes scrambling to bring their guns to the fore, and a new wave of fighters taking off from the Snakier’s lengthy deck. But Confed clearly had the upper hand, and Dralthi after Jrathek after Shok’lar went up in gaseous flame. One or two Tigersharks, their shields battered and their armor twisted and blackened, sought the refuge of the asteroid belt, but the Angels were at the top of their game, cutting through the Kilrathi defenders as though invincible. After obliterating a Krant with a well-placed ImRec, Casey saw a knife-edged corvette edging closer, its guns taking out a Bleeding Fang. The pilot ejected from his fighter’s funeral pyre, but, as one who had bailed before, Casey knew sitting in the void with nothing between you and vacuum, while a fight boiled about you, was nothing less than hell. “Alpha Wing,” Casey snapped, “form up, and let’s target that corvette. We’ll move in fast, and launch what Friend-or-Foe missiles we have, but watch out for that flak. Let’s move, folks!”   

The corvette swelled through Casey’s viewport, squat and menacing, belching laser fire. Alpha Wing dodged the fire, reinforcing forward shields, as he fired a Friend-or-Foe, and watched it snake through space on a tail of exhaust, at last striking the corvette’s shields, which flared blue as it absorbed the brunt of the attack. But further missiles from the other Black Angels struck home, as well, weakening shields, and at last tearing through armor. The Kilrathi ship vented atmosphere and bodies tumbled hideously in the blackness, coated in frost and boiled blood. Casey passed the ravaged corvette and launched one last missile into its exposed engines. “We got her!” he shouted. “Fall back, folks, that thing’s gonna blow!” With a devastating blast, the corvette was no more, and a blackened husk now drifted in its stead. Casey was feeling good about the kill, when he heard crackling over the comm the strangled cry of, “I’m hit!” The voice belonged to Lieutenant Nichols, whose shields were flickering, and who seemed to be struggling to regain control of his Vampire. He must have been struck by debris, Lance thought, but then saw the Krant on his tail. 

“Hang on, Nickel,” he said, “I’m on my way!” As he raced to the assistance of his imperiled wingman, the Shrike squadrons and the Matterhorn herself arrived. The carrier opened up with antimatter guns and mass drivers, as well as turrets, laying down additional cover for the bombers. The Kilrathi vanguard had been nearly crushed, with two more corvettes blown apart, and an entire squadron of Dralthi demolished. But the Snakier’s Krant escorts, having—for the most part—hung back during the majority of the battle, still flourished. Casey had but a few missiles left, but he could not get a lock on the enemy fighter. Laser fire flashed overhead; the Krant’s determined wingman. Lance’s computer screamed warnings of a missile lock. He pulled up and into a loop, his nose now pointing at the Krant as the Kilrathi’s Heat-Seeker spiraled away, having lost the scent. The geriatric fighter shuddered under Casey’s particle cannon, and at last its armor glowed red-hot and split apart. Nickel’s antagonist, however, would not be swayed by the death of his partner, and launched his own Heat-Seeker that the young Terran pilot could not avoid. “Shields are down!” Nichols exclaimed, the fear evident in his voice. 

“Hard to port, Nickel!” Casey growled, and as the Gimle native yawed sharply, Lance passed his starboard wing by bare inches, forcing the Krant to pull up to avoid a collision. “The ape is bold!” the Kilrathi snarled. Lance and his foe played a dangerous game, weaving to and fro, exchanging scattered bursts of fire. But at last the superior acceleration and defenses of the Vampire won the day, and the Krant was firmly in Casey’s sights. He squeezed the triggers, eradicating the Kilrathi’s rear shields, and at last sending the enemy to that big litter box in the sky. “Thanks, sir,” Nickel breathed, as he returned to Casey’s wing. 

“What’s your status, Lieutenant?” Lance asked, but he could tell from just glancing at Nichols’ Vampire that it was barely holding together. Any more stress upon the fuselage, and the fighter was liable to tear itself apart. “Get back to the carrier, Nickel; you’re out of this fight.” Nickel veered away toward the protection of the Matterhorn and its Piranha escorts, and, content with the young man’s safety, Casey returned to the task at hand. The Ralari’s shields were down, and several explosions dotted the hull of the Snakier, courtesy of the Screaming Eagles squadron, which belonged to Casey’s own wing. He tangled with some more Krants, but the defenders were no match for the Matterhorn’s wing, and soon the Snakier lay wide open for the Shrikes. “One cruiser down!” came a cheer over the comm, and an orange blip disappeared from the scope, followed by another as the Cat destroyer split in two. The surviving tenders and corvettes made a break for the jump point, but were halted in their tracks by a well-timed salvo from the Vesuvius’ gunners. At last, the Eagles took down the Snakier, firing missiles and torpedoes into its engines, bridge, and launch bay. Salthi and Paktahns attempted to flee the broiling explosion, but were caught in its unyielding grasp and annihilated. The mission had been accomplished and, the stragglers having been mopped up, Colonel Casey ordered his Wing to regroup and to return to base. Given clearance, they came in for a landing, and Casey dropped to the deck amidst of feeling of revelry and victory. Hell’s Kitchen was now safe, and the Matterhorn could embark for pastures that were, if not greener, then at least not Hell’s Kitchen. 

Lance looked for Nickel’s fighter, but did not see it. The deck crews could have already taken it to the repair hangar belowdecks, but Casey grabbed Petty Officer Burrows and asked gravely, “Has Lieutenant Nichols landed yet?” 

Jim glanced at his slate, but shook his head. “No, sir, he hasn’t,” he replied.

Casey bounded for Flight Control, his heart thundering and his stomach dropping to his feet. This was supposed to have been a clean victory, but if Nickel hadn’t yet come back… He let the thought fade as he exclaimed through the commlink, “Matterhorn to Alpha Two! Matterhorn to Alpha Two! Please respond, Alpha Two!” But he was greeted with nothing but static. He may have ejected, Casey suddenly thought, and he turned to the Flight Boss, said, “Randy, send out a Condor! We have a missing pilot.” 

Randy shrugged, replied, “Already have one out to pick up those Tigershark pilots, sir, but I’ll let Lieutenant Rogers know to look out for Nickel’s beacon.” 

“Thanks, Boss,” Casey sighed. An hour later, after the debriefing, the Search and Rescue team returned, bearing with them a load of harried and aggrieved pilots that had a lot of explaining to do to their commanders. But none of them were Lieutenant Nichols. He caught Lieutenant Rogers as the pilot was crawling out of the cockpit, asked about his missing man, but Rogers had nothing to tell him. “Sorry, Colonel, but we couldn’t find Nichols’ beacon out there,” the Condor pilot replied solemnly. “We found some wreckage that looked like it could have belonged to one of ours, though. I’d bet money that it was Nickel. Sorry to be the bringer of such bad news, Colonel Casey.” 

Lance swore and sought refuge in his office. He had never lost a pilot under him before, dammit, but now he had to inform Nichols’ folks that their boy wasn’t coming home. This was supposed to have been a police action to wring a terrorist cell; people weren’t supposed to die! But the Kilrathi fanatics wanted to start another war between their kind and man. If more kids like Nickel were to die, then they might just get their wish. 

Following an uneventful jump to Cambria, and a brief encounter with a Kamekh in Acrus, the Matterhorn arrived in the Alliance System, and took up a geosynchronous orbit around the blue-green world of Accord. It was here that the spirit of Lieutenant Nichols would at last be placed to rest. As the young man’s Wing Commander, it was Casey’s responsibility to deliver the eulogy. Upon the carrier’s great deck stood assembled innumerable pilots and Naval officers in their olive dress uniforms, ceremonial swords dangling at the hip. The mood was somber, and several wept, for Nickel had been popular and likeable, always eager to swap tales or to raise a glass of Firekka’s Finest in the rec room. CAG Frieze stood nearby, his pale hands clenched at the small of his back, chewing on his lower lip in cold, righteous anger. It was at moments like these that one could almost sympathize with men like Jonas Hart. But now, Casey knew, was not the time to seethe, but to mourn. 

Taking a deep, steadying breath, Lance stepped up to the podium, and began. “It seems perverse that men should die in a war that our forebears fought decades to end, in a new conflict that has no goal but death and destruction. But when we look back upon their sacrifice, we know that they have not died in vain. Lieutenant Steven Nichols’ death serves a purpose, as a rallying point for those that come after him, for those who carry on his fight. And it is we, his friends, who shall continue the cause that young Steven died to defend. For the glory of Terra, and for the memory of Lieutenant Nichols, we commit these remains to the stars.” The crew of the Vesuvius came to stiff attention and saluted the passing casket as it drifted down the deck on tiny thrusters. The Captain was demanding to know how and why this had happened, but no one had any clear answers. Nichols was young and inexperienced, perhaps a stray Cat had caught him off-guard, and in the heat of the moment, he had panicked, and now he was dead because of it.

 
Marines swathed in khaki brought their M-48s to bear, pointed toward the emptiness of space beyond the airlock. Laser fire cracked once, twice, and thrice, a traditional twenty-one gun salute. The rifles fell silent as the casket, bearing nothing but a plaque and an empty uniform, at last passed the airlock and dwindled to a single burning point in space.
