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    Prologue 
 
    In January 2020, I found myself between jobs. The company I’d been working for had merged management positions and suddenly I was the odd man out. Having an adequate severance package in hand, I decided I’d take some time off. Two months later, as I began my search for a new job, Covid reared its ugly head. Suddenly no one was hiring, making my decision to take time off seem foolish. Future events would prove me wrong. It had been a blessing. 
 
    With a military retirement already in hand, and some money in several 401k accounts, I decided it was time to retire. Because of my military benefits, I didn’t have to worry about medical insurance for my wife and I. It was time to lead a life of leisure and retirement. After all, I’d worked hard to earn that. Right? 
 
    Dundi, my wife, then calmly shattered my retirement dream. You’re not going to sit on the deck smoking cigars and listening to audiobooks. Write the damn book that’s been rolling around in your head. Being a dutiful husband (at least I think I am) I did as I was told and started writing. 
 
    It took nearly a year to write that first book. I didn’t really didn’t know what I was doing, but eventually, in January 2021, I finished my first book; The Prince Awakens. Now what? I decided it would be nice if I could list ‘Published Author’ in my obituary, so after some research, I self-published the first Prince book in late February 2021. I figured that was it. 
 
    Covid seemed to be on the decline and there were job opportunities available again. I went back to work. It bore me sitting at home and I didn’t consider myself an author. I needed something to do. That’s when you, my readers, got involved in my career choices.  
 
    It started at slowly at first, just a few comments posted on Facebook. But by early May, people were sending me e-mails, asking when the next book would be out. I actually found I missed writing and started the second book in the series. That’s when I reached a crossroads in my life. The hours I put into my job didn’t leave a lot of time to write. I could either continue working or become a full-time author.  
 
    Seven novels later, I believe I made the right choice. Remember how I said taking time off had been a foolish mistake, but events would prove me wrong? If I had gone back to work immediately, I would have never written my first book and started the adventure I now find myself on. 
 
    I’ve met many authors over the past year and like any other profession, when we get together, we talk shop. An author friend and mentor pointed out that while I already had a successful series, what would I do when I finished the story arc? His advice was to start a new series before completing my existing one.  
 
    Cripple Squadron is the beginning of that series. Different characters, different universe, different timeline. It’s set in the near future and like all my books, the science works. My Prince books have done well because of the strong central character, Hazard King, I created. I believe you’ll become attached to Vicki Buckner as well. I know I have.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1. Screwing Up (Again) 
 
    “Leave me alone,” Vicki mumbled at the loud noise that was bothering her. The loud thumping continued. 
 
    The short strawberry blonde woman slowly cracked open an eyelid and suddenly sat straight upright in the bed. Bright sunlight was streaming in the room’s single window. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” Vicki swore. “I’m in deep shit.” With the amount of light streaming through the window, she knew it had to be midmorning. 
 
    The blonde took stock of her situation. She vaguely recalled renting the cheap hotel room late last night. Or was it early this morning? Vicki realized the thumping noise was from someone pounding on the room’s door. 
 
    “Likely one of my keepers.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, trying to center herself, and almost gagged. God, I stink. Body odor, alcohol, and sex seemed to ooze out of every pore of her body. Vicki looked at the passed-out body lying next to her. Damn, I was really out of it by the time we got to this room. I don’t even remember if I enjoyed it. Vicki chuckled to herself. 
 
    “It’s the story of my life. Bad decisions.” 
 
    Vicki pushed the passed-out man hard to wake him up. Getting zero response, she pushed him hard enough to roll him off the bed. Vicki heard a loud thump as he hit the floor and a groan. 
 
    “Wake up, asshole, it’s time to go.” All she got in return was another groan. 
 
    The knocking at the door was becoming rather insistent, so Vicki got up and pulled the top sheet off the bed to wrap around her naked body. She approached the door, careful not to stand in front of the window, and looked through the peephole. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Vicki glanced at her watch and instantly understood why the man on the other side of the door was there. I was supposed to be dressed in my flight suit and in the preflight brief at 0800. Today’s test flight was supposed to happen at 0900. It’s now 0830. Once again, Vicki, you’ve let your hormones screw up your life. 
 
    Sliding the deadbolt out of the way, Vicki partially opened the door to face her boss and friend, Captain Norman Stecker. 
 
    “I can explain, Norm,” she said, but was instantly cut off. 
 
    “Is that the way a lieutenant commander in the Space Force greets a senior officer?” Captain Stecker barked. “Come to attention, you miserable excuse for an officer.” 
 
    Vicki had entered the United States Space Academy at the age of eighteen. Sixteen years of training activated the Pavlovian response in her, and she snapped to attention: body straight and erect, head up, eyes looking straight ahead, and hands stiff at her sides. Of course, this meant there was nothing holding the sheet that was only partially wrapped around her body and the flimsy piece of cotton slowly slid to the floor, leaving her standing naked in front of her commanding officer. 
 
    Most women would have felt embarrassed and traumatized in such circumstances, but Vicki didn’t. She was proud of her body and didn’t mind showing it. In the modern Space Force, there wasn’t much room for modesty when all the pilots dressed and undressed in the same locker room. And besides, Norm and I had that little fling right after the Academy, so he’s seen me naked before. 
 
    “God, you stink, Vicki. I wish I could tell you to take a shower because I don’t want to ride back to the base with you in my car, but there’s no time.” He looked her straight in the eye and continued. “Five minutes, downstairs, in my car. That doesn’t mean five minutes and one second. Do you understand me, Lieutenant Commander?” 
 
    “Sir, yes, sir!” Vicki responded with parade ground precision. 
 
    Stecker turned and walked away from the second-floor room. “Four minutes, fifty seconds,” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    “Dammit,” Vicki said aloud as she slammed the door shut and scrambled around the room looking for her clothes. 
 
    She stalked over to the still-sleeping man on the far side of the bed and kicked him. 
 
    “Hey, asshole, get up,” Vicki yelled at the man as she sat on the bed, pulling on her skinny jeans. All she got in response was a groan. 
 
    “Fricken loser,” Victoria half-mumbled as she pulled her car keys out of a pocket. She reached down, pried open her date’s hand, and placed her keys on his palm. “Here’re the keys to my car. I’ve got to go, so you can drive it back to the base. Park it on the flight line and leave the keys above the visor.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Norm drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he waited for his miscreant pilot. She is a royal pain in my ass. Always has been. But she’s the best damn pilot in the Space Force and we need her for this program. 
 
    They say that opposites attract. That has to be true, because two people couldn’t be more unalike, Norm thought. Vicki was a natural, fly by the seat of your pants flyer. She had an uncanny sense of three-dimensional space combat. Problem was, she had a hard time dealing with fools, which often put her in conflict with superior officers. That problem paled compared to her other. The damn woman can’t keep her panties on. It was the reason she was thirty-four and only a lieutenant commander. If not for her flying skills, she would probably be a civilian. 
 
    People always considered Captain Norman Stecker a solid performer. He was, at best, an average pilot. Whereas most considered his friend old for her rank, Norm was young to be a full bird captain. As Vicki dazzled people with her flying ability and dogfighting skills, Norman impressed the fleet’s admirals with his understanding of tactics and strategy. He quickly moved from just being a pilot to being a squadron commander. He advanced rapidly from there to fighter group and then wing commander. 
 
    The two had gone through the Space Academy together, though they hadn’t been friends there, merely acquaintances. They each followed a separate path after graduation but reunited at space fighter pilot school. It was there where they developed a friendship and, for a short time, were lovers. That hadn’t worked out, but somehow, against all odds, they had remained friends. 
 
    Lost in his thoughts, Norm didn’t see his friend approaching his parked car. It startled him when the front passenger door opened and she slid into the vehicle. 
 
    Thank God she put a perfume on to cover up the stink. It’s a long trip back to the base and I’m not sure I would have made it. 
 
    Norm started the car, backed out of the parking spot, and drove out onto the highway, headed back toward the base. They traveled for a good five minutes before they said anything. 
 
    “How much shit am I in, Norm?” 
 
    The Space Force Captain didn’t say anything and continued to drive. He spared her a brief, sidelong glance before returning his attention to the road. 
 
    “Norm?” 
 
    “Shut up, Victoria,” Norman barked at her. “I’m beyond caring about your career. If you want to drop your drawers for every hunk that passes you in a bar, that’s your choice. And if you let that screw up your life, that’s your choice as well. But today was the last straw. My ass is in a crack because I’ve supported you and looked the other way. The project manager’s ass is in a crack because he needs you to complete the testing phase. And, most importantly, the country’s ass is in a crack because we need this project to succeed, or we don’t stand a chance against the Chinese.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Throughout the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, politicians, historians, and science fiction writers had guessed about World War III. They all had their own ideas about how it would happen and why it would happen and who would be the ultimate victor. Nearly all of them had gotten it wrong. 
 
    As predicted, the last world war had been about oil. But not in the way most had envisioned it. Western scientists had finally developed sustainable fusion power. As the first fusion power plants came on line, everyone realized the world was no longer dependent on oil, natural gas, or coal. The world’s environmentalists at once applauded the discovery, extolling how it was going to save the planet. In reality, they couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
    Many countries used their oil and gas supplies as a political tool on the world stage. Both Russia and China had used their supplies to leverage concessions and exercise power over many countries. The sudden loss of political clout was unacceptable to the leaders of those countries. 
 
    But that wasn’t the worst of it. Oil-rich countries, many of them in the Middle East, found that their primary source of revenue, sometimes their only source of revenue, was practically worthless. The governments of those countries soon found themselves in the center of a political firestorm. Most had kept their people happy by spending portions of their oil revenues on social programs. That money no longer existed and civil infrastructure collapsed. 
 
    When food became scarce, an unpleasant situation became ugly. Most of the desert kingdoms in the Middle East had little or no farmland. With an excess of oil money available, the governments imported food to support their populations. It was there, in the Middle East, where the war had its origins. Unable to feed their people and fearing revolt, it left them with one alternative. Conquer neighboring countries that had food. Jordan and Israel had spent years turning their desert and arid areas into lush farmland. Saudi Arabia led a coalition of other Gulf states in the surprise attack against the Jordanians. 
 
    The Arab coalition expected an easy time of it against the small Jordanian Army. They planned to roll through the tiny country and then quickly overwhelm Israel and Lebanon. The Saudi agricultural experts informed the ruling family that the captured farmland would be more than sufficient to feed the starving populations of the once oil-rich Arab states. The Arab leaders quickly discovered their mistake. Jordan wasn’t alone. 
 
    US intelligence agencies, particularly the National Security Agency, or NSA, knew of the plot well in advance and warned its Israeli allies. The Jordanians and Israelis had been reading the tea leaves themselves and had already entered into a secret defensive alliance. Israel moved its US-supplied air defense umbrella forward to protect their new ally. 
 
    In the modern age of recon satellites, it’s impossible to hide the movement of a large army, especially when it must cross hundreds of miles of empty desert. And that is what the Arab coalition had to do to begin their assault. As the first Arab tanks left their bases and headed northwest toward the Jordanian Frontier, Israeli tanks moved forward to defensive positions inside Jordan, prepared by their own engineers. 
 
    The sneak attack by the coalition air forces was shattered by the thick SAM ring deployed in Jordan and then the Israeli Air Force went to work on the armored columns. It should have ended there. The Arabs fled east in a total rout. That should have been the end of the short, violent war, but it wasn’t. 
 
    The Israeli’s hadn’t been the only ones in secret negotiations with a former foe. The Saudis, expecting the US to support Israel, had signed a military treaty with the Russian Federation. They hadn’t expected to need it until they attacked Israel, but they called on the Russians for support. The Federation ‘Peacekeepers’ in Syria quickly brushed aside the reserve units left to guard the northern entrance into Israel when they launched a surprise attack against the Golan Heights. Facing a new, serious threat, Tel Aviv committed its air force to buy time for the army to return from Jordan. 
 
    Everything went downhill from there. The US tried to commit air and naval forces to protect its long-term ally, but they were badly out of position. With their backs against the wall as Russian Forces approached the capital, the Israelis used tactical nuclear weapons to stop the advance. It shouldn’t have been a surprise to anyone. Israel had vowed they would do it if they felt their sovereignty threatened. Within a day, the Russians responded with a nuclear strike of their own, using a tactical weapon to destroy a brigade of Israel Defense Force tanks redeploying from Jordan. The genie was definitely out of the bottle. 
 
    The US and Russia declared war on each other. In what must have been a surprise to the Russians, as it certainly surprised the US, NATO honored their commitments and joined the conflict. Small- and medium-size nukes began obliterating Russian military units from the Baltic to the Black Sea. Fortunately for most of the world, all sides refrained from attacking population centers. The Russians tried to retaliate, but strong air defenses minimized the effect of the counterattack. 
 
    It was a short, brutal war. When the radioactive dust settled, the Russian Federation was only a shell of its former self. Georgia and Chechnya seceded and formed new nations. Ukraine launched their own attacks to reclaim lost territory. Because there’d been thousands of Russian troops inside Belarus, it had been hard hit with nukes. That country’s people revolted against their pro-Russian government. 
 
    That had been twenty years ago. In the end, there were only two superpowers left, the US and China. Peking decided there was only room for one and had spent those twenty years preparing for the next war. The last war. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “How much trouble am I in with the admiral?” Vicki’s voice broke into Norman’s thoughts. 
 
    Norm grunted. “Fortunately for you, he was too busy screaming at the eggheads and engineers to notice you were MIA.” 
 
    “Something’s wrong with the bird?” 
 
    “Nothing serious.” Shaking his head, Norman elaborated. “One engineer was testing the interface using a VR helmet to simulate your implant. When it wouldn’t connect, he screwed around with the programming. One thing led to another, and by the time he asked for help, the code was so screwed up they had to wipe the system and do a reboot.” 
 
    “They should have just waited for me to do it.” 
 
    Norman gave his friend a sharp look, and she looked away, suddenly finding her shoes were very interesting. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, if I was there when I was supposed to be, I would have done it,” Vicki said quietly, without looking up. 
 
    “Fortunately for both of us, the admiral didn’t realize why engineers were running checks with the VR instead of the pilot. The software upgrade should be completed by 1300 and you’ll start the test run at 1400.” 
 
    “You’re still going to let me fly?” 
 
    “I really don’t have much of a choice, do I? It would take six months to get another test pilot up to speed on this. Another one of my failures as project manager, not having a spare ready to go.” 
 
    Vicki looked up sharply. “Hey, we all talked about that. You brought it up at the beginning of the project. It’s hard enough to ask one person to have the implant procedure done, and no one knew if it would even work. Doc Forrester was dead set against implanting anyone else until they were sure I’d be okay.” Doctor Malcolm Forrester, a PhD from MIT, was the lead scientist and the brains behind the neural implant now embedded in Vicki’s brain. 
 
    Space fighters had become faster and more maneuverable, outpacing their pilot’s ability to control them. Scientists developed neural helmets to link a pilot’s brain to his fighter. “Jacking in” was the pilot’s term for it. They allowed pilots to catch up with the fighters, but it was a stopgap measure. There was still a time lag between a pilot’s thoughts, the helmet, and the fighter. 
 
    Victoria’s implant enabled her brain to link directly with the flight control computer of the space fighter. It eliminated the helmet interface and the time lag it automatically created. Vicki could literally sit stock-still in the cockpit and fly and fight her spacecraft. 
 
    Norm glanced at the clock on the dashboard. “We have time to drop you at your apartment so you can shower and clean up before you show up for preflight preparations.” 
 
    “What time will you be by to pick me up?” 
 
    Norm looked at her. “You’re a big girl. I figured you could get yourself to the flight line.” 
 
    “Well, right now, I don’t have any wheels,” Victoria said, and jerked her head behind them toward the distant hotel. 
 
    “You don’t do anything by halves, do you, Vicki?” Norman said with a chuckle. “I’ll pick you up at 1130.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2. Test Flight 
 
      
 
    Vicki walked along the fuselage of the F-40 Warhawk fighter. It was one of a pair that Lockheed had built as test models to replace the F-22 Raptor. The United States had found them far too expensive to purchase, even if they were great airplanes. Equipped with all the latest electronic and flight controls, it had proved the perfect test bed for the neural control system. In fact, its airframe and controls had been used as the basis of the S-40 Spacehawk space fighter. 
 
    She’s sleek and fast and all mine, Victoria thought as she performed the preflight inspection. Victoria was well familiar with the design. As a young pilot, she’d made her bones flying the Spacehawk, fighting pirates in the asteroid belt. Vicki had racked up seven kills against the so-called pirates. It was a poorly disguised front used by the Chinese to disrupt the shipping of the Western coalition. 
 
    “She’s as ready as we can make her,” a voice said from behind Vicki. The startled pilot spun to see who had interrupted her thoughts and inspection and found Dr. Malcolm Forrester walking up behind her. 
 
    “I know she is, Doctor Forrester.” 
 
    “We’ve known each other for a while now, Victoria. How many times have I asked you to call me Malcolm?” 
 
    Vicki chuckled. Few people called her by her proper name, and then it was typically done when she was being scolded. “Old habits are hard to break, Doctor. You’re the head of the project and hence the formality.” 
 
    It was Malcolm’s turn to chuckle. “I have heard through the grapevine that you’re not nearly as formal with other people.” 
 
    Seeing the twinkle in his eye made Vicki pause. Damn, does he know about last night? 
 
    Malcolm didn’t let her comment on his statement. “I’m excited about today’s test. My team and I have worked on this for nearly ten years, and today I get to show my baby off like a proud father. I’m sure your father felt the same way when you graduated from the Academy.” 
 
    The cloudy look that passed over Victoria’s face alerted Doctor Forrester that he had crossed a line. “I’m sorry if I said something to upset you.” 
 
    Vicki’s face lost some, but not all, of its tension. “Don’t worry about it, Doc. It’s a cross I have to bear. My father and I don’t exactly get along. Haven’t for a long time.” 
 
    The two colleagues stared at each other for several moments, each deciding how to move past the awkward statement. It was Vicki who finally broke the ice. 
 
    “So, the software is good to go, right?” 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Forrester responded, happy to have moved past his faux pas. “In fact, the accident”—the professor used air quotations to emphasize “accident”—“allowed us to insert some upgrades we’d been planning to make.” 
 
    “I thought we agreed we wouldn’t screw with the programming till after today’s test run,” Victoria said sharply. 
 
    Doctor Forrester waved his hands. “Oh no, we didn’t change the core programming. The update simply removed what the code monkeys refer to as dead lines. It’s programming we bypassed during flight tests. Removing it helps speed up the processing.” 
 
    Victoria gave the professor a nod but wasn’t totally convinced. I’ll pay extra attention when I run the computer interface checks. As soon as the thought occurred to her, she chuckled. Who am I kidding? If there’s a problem with the code, I’ll never see it. Still, I’ll stress the program when I’m at a higher altitude so that I have time to recover or, worst case, eject. 
 
    Doctor Forrester continued with Victoria as she completed her preflight inspection. His watch beeped, and he looked at it. “We have fifteen minutes to get to the briefing room, Victoria. It’s time for both of us to start the dog and pony show.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Now I’d like to introduce Project Daystrom’s test pilot, Lieutenant Commander Victoria Buckner,” Norman Stecker announced from the podium. “Commander Buckner is the first triple ace in Space Force history. She served three tours of duty in the asteroid belt, protecting the shipping lanes from pirates. If you polled the pilots of Space Force on who was the best, she’d be at the top of every list.” 
 
    Victoria chuckled, as she always did, when she heard the project’s name. Richard Daystrom was a fictional Star Trek character who had designed an AI to control the starship Enterprise. The fictitious supercomputer had failed when it went crazy. Vicki knew they picked the name long before she’d been selected as the test pilot. But she wondered if someone knew she’d be involved, because having a crazy scientist create a quick, crazy AI seemed to fit her situation perfectly. 
 
    Norm finished her introduction and Vicki rose from her seat and approached the podium. She picked up the remote for the video controls and brought up a picture of her F-40 test vehicle. 
 
    “Admiral.” Victoria nodded in respect toward the head of Space Force research and development. “Honored guests. I’m not going to bore you going over the specifications of the F-40 Warhawk I’ll be flying for today’s test. It’s a cutting-edge aircraft designed to replace the old F-22 Raptor. The government, however, moved in a different direction, so it never entered service.” Meaning they were too cheap to buy any. “Its airframe and controls were used to develop the SF-40 Spacehawk space fighter, which makes it an ideal test bed for our early developmental test flights.” 
 
    Victoria hit the next button, and a slide showing the high-altitude run appeared. “Phase one of today’s test will be conducted at fifty thousand feet. I will put the Warhawk through high-speed, high-g maneuvers to demonstrate the control system’s ability to perform those types of maneuvers. I want to emphasize to everyone that there will be a camera in the cockpit monitoring me. You’ll be able to observe that I will not be handling the fighter’s controls during the demonstration. I will conduct every action I take as the pilot via the neural interface.” 
 
    Vicki used the remote to change slides again. “In phase two, I will bring the fighter down to ground level and perform a live fire exercise on the range. Anyone who’s ever flown any type of aircraft or spacecraft understands that low-altitude, high-speed attacks require the most intensive and rapid pilot actions. This is what they really designed the neural interface for. To augment a pilot’s ability to conduct rapid high-speed combat. Are there any questions?” 
 
    “Assuming today’s tests are successful,” the R&D admiral began, “and I don’t doubt they will be since this is a dog and pony show and you’ve already made sure everything works, what are the next steps?” 
 
    Victoria looked at Captain Stecker and Doctor Forrester, wondering if she should answer the question. Both gave her go-ahead gestures. “Assuming successful completion of today’s tests”—Victoria smiled at the admiral—“we’ll proceed to phase two, which is testing with a Spacehawk space fighter.” 
 
    “We already have an SF-40 fighter that we’re refurbishing and installing the interface controls on, Admiral,” Captain Norman Stecker added. “We expect to move to phase two by the end of this week.” 
 
    Norman stood and joined Victoria at the podium. “Are there any other questions?” He waited a moment and then continued. “If you’ll follow me, we have snacks and beverages prepared in the adjoining room. There you can ask questions you might have in a more informal setting while Lieutenant Commander Buckner gets suited up for the test flight.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Vicki reefed the fighter into a tight left turn and began spiraling down to two thousand feet. She’d spent the last twenty minutes performing various high-speed acrobatic maneuvers at fifty thousand feet. Now it was time to show the system’s ability to handle quick decisions and actions. 
 
    “Level out at two thousand feet and eight hundred knots,” she said aloud. She’d found during previous testing saying the commands aloud helped her to visualize them through the neural interface to the plane’s computer. 
 
    As the plane leveled off at the required altitude, she issued additional commands. “Course 225, maintain speed, ready Mavericks.” Mavericks were obsolete air-to-ground attack missiles developed in the 1970s. The United States removed them from active use over twenty years earlier, but thousands were still in the inventory. Mavericks were no longer mission capable against modern countermeasures and defenses, but they were perfectly serviceable for today’s training exercise. Today’s demonstration wasn’t about whether she could destroy targets, it was about could she deploy the weapons using the neural interface. 
 
    Time to really concentrate, she thought as the plane entered the live fire zone and began weaving down the range’s canyon. There was no longer time to verbalize commands as she twisted and turned along the narrow, winding path. 
 
    A simulated SAM battery appeared on her threat display. Target 1, fire Maverick, she thought as she continued to mentally guide her fighter. In flying the plane and conducting attacks it surprised her when the plane was suddenly in clear space. It had taken her four minutes to fly the fifty-mile course and deploy eight missiles against eight targets. 
 
    She brought the plane up to an altitude of ten thousand feet and reduced its speed to four hundred knots. During training, both live and simulated, she’d begun using the word thought instead of fly. It fits. The computer is flying the plane; I only tell it what to do. 
 
    “How’d I do?” she asked over the exercise control channel. 
 
    “Well, you just set a new course record, Chaser,” Norm Stecker responded. Since she was in the cockpit of a plane, he naturally used her callsign. “You shattered the old record. You could have given yourself a little leeway there. No one else has tried that bombing run at a speed higher than four hundred knots.” 
 
    “If we are going to use this in space, we’ll be going a lot faster than that. Does the brass want to see anything else? I still have plenty of fuel.” 
 
    There was a long pause before Captain Stecker responded. “Negative, Chaser, RTB.” 
 
    “Copy that, control. Returning to base.” Vicki gave the plane the mental instructions to return to the airfield, maintaining their current altitude and speed. After ensuring the plane was responding, she settled back in her flight seat to enjoy the ride. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The sheriff’s deputy sat in the back of the control van a block away from the illegal drug lab. He was the senior, and in fact only, drone pilot the county had. Currently, the county’s only functioning unit hovered five hundred feet above the facility on lookout. The deputy listened over his headset as the task force commander listened to updates from the units that would take part in the raid. 
 
    The drone operator saw the back door of the deserted warehouse fly open. Men erupted from the building. 
 
    “Movement at the warehouse. They’re on to us,” he announced over the comm channel. 
 
    He saw two of the cartel’s soldiers produce weapons and begin firing at his drone. With the drug bust blown, his responsibility was to prevent damage to the precious drone. God knows when we’d be able to get another one. Besides, I don’t want to ride around the desert in a jeep again. 
 
    The drone was anemically slow, so there was no way he could fly it out of range, and the building was in the middle of nowhere with no cover to hide the drone behind. That left going straight up. Because the military base was only ten miles away, they limited drone activity to under two thousand feet. 
 
    The deputy applied max power to the drone’s lift propellers, and it surged upward. He was sure it blew past the two-thousand-foot limit, but he wasn’t concerned about it. Damn flyboys will get over it. I’ll give the sheriff a heads-up that he’ll get a nasty note from them. Now that he was high enough to be out of range, the deputy flew the drone back toward the control van. 
 
    The deputy was wrong about the flyboys. They noticed the drone and it would be a long time before the Space Force would get over it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “We got a bogey!” the radar operator in the base defense center called out. 
 
    Lieutenant Beverly Jackson was on her feet in an instant, striding toward the radar set. “Talk to me, Herb,” she ordered the sergeant manning the unit. 
 
    The sergeant used a stylus to highlight the contact on the display screen. “It’s ten miles out on a bearing of 135 degrees. Altitude three thousand feet. It just popped up on my radar screen.” 
 
    Lieutenant Jackson rushed back to her command console. She was the defense center duty officer, and it was her place to make a call. Normally, Jackson wouldn’t have been concerned, but with the top-secret mission in progress, she decided to err on the side of caution. She pressed the base alert button and alarms began sounding across the installation. Lieutenant Jackson then picked up the handset that connected her directly with the base missile defense batteries. 
 
    “We have an unidentified bogey ten miles out,” she informed the missile battery commander. After receiving an acknowledgment of her information, she hung up and picked up the phone to the base commander’s office. Instead of the base commander, who was in the operations center watching the test mission, she spoke to the base duty officer. 
 
    “Yes, sir, this is the base defense center. We have an unidentified bogey ten miles out. It’s likely a drone or a helicopter, but until we scramble the alert force, we won’t know for sure. I’ve already informed the air defense battery and they are spinning up their missiles.” 
 
    The base duty officer informed Lieutenant Jackson that he would immediately dispatch a security team to the location via chopper. He would also forward Jackson’s report to the base commander. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    For Victoria, everything seemed to happen at once. One minute, she was making a long and slow approach to the base’s main runway. The next, alarms were going off all over her cockpit. The F-40 was only one hundred feet off the ground and flying just above its stall speed of 140 knots. 
 
    Using the neural link, she scanned all her sensors. All the alarms are because of friendly targeting systems. Thank God none of them have locked me up. 
 
    When you’re on final approach, you don’t decide to shove the throttle forward and go around unless it’s an absolute emergency. Based on what Vicki was seeing, there wasn’t anything going on. 
 
    “Approach control,” she called over the radio. “Request permission to go around.” 
 
    “Maintain approach, Daystrom 1,” the controller responded instantly. “Defense radar picked up a bogey, but it’s likely just a drone and isn’t a threat to your aircraft.” 
 
    Unfortunately for Vicki, that’s not the way her fighter’s computer saw it. It saw the same friendly air defense radars energizing and lighting up the sky that Vicki did. But it also saw the drone. Unfortunately for Lieutenant Commander Buckner, the surplus military drone the local sheriff’s department used was the same type technicians had used in hundreds of combat exercises as simulated enemy aircraft. Those technicians had trained the AI in all the actions necessary to evade and/or destroy such a contact. 
 
    Seeing that the pilot was taking no action in what the computer considered a combat situation, it took control of the Warhawk. The computer put the aircraft into a sharp bank to break any missile lock. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Vicki exclaimed as she tried to get control of the aircraft. She knew they were too low and too slow to make that kind of turn. Vicki watched as the plane’s altitude dipped dangerously close to the ground. 
 
    “Daystrom 1, return to the glide path,” approach control shouted over the radio. 
 
    A different voice then called; one Vicki was very familiar with. “Victoria, you need to punch out,” Norman Stecker ordered over the radio. 
 
    “I’ve got this, Daystrom leader. I can save the bird.” 
 
    “We can replace the bird, Vicki!” Norm shouted. “We can’t replace you.” 
 
    Victoria hit the large red button on the left side of her console. It was the emergency interface disconnect. As she did that, her right hand grabbed the control stick, preparing to take control of the aircraft. Nothing happened. The stick was dead. 
 
    Time to get out, Vicki thought, just as the F-40’s right wing tip scraped the runway. The plane lost all airspeed and began tumbling end over end. Victoria heard herself scream and then everything went dark. 
 
      
 
    *****

  

 
   
    Chapter 3. Broken Angel 
 
    It had been two days since Captain Norman Stecker had really slept. As he had since the crash, Norm camped out in the VIP lounge at the base hospital. Down the hall, in the ICU section, his friend and former lover clung to life. Except for brief trips to his quarters to clean up and change clothes, this is where he’d stayed since they’d wheeled Vicki into the emergency room. 
 
    Captain Stecker tried to make himself believe that he’d do this for any officer who served under him. But he knew that was a lie. Norm did it because Vicki was his friend. And dammit, I still have feelings for her. 
 
    There wasn’t much for him to do as Project Daystrom’s leader, anyway. Project Daystrom was on hold until they completed the crash investigation. Fortunately, since it was a military aircraft, in military airspace, the bureaucrats at the Federal Aviation Administration, FAA, and the National Traffic and Safety Board, NTSB, wouldn’t be involved. They were on the sidelines, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t try to stick their nose into it. 
 
    No, it would be even worse for the Daystrom project team members. Space Force’s Inspector General would investigate. The vice admiral who held that position decided he would be in charge. There are politics even in the service, Norman thought. When the daughter of a four-star admiral is involved in a serious crash during a test flight, someone will notice. That Admiral Arnold Buckner, commander 1st Space Fleet, and the next likely commander of Space Force, was Vicki’s father had nothing to do with the IG’s decision to become personally involved. Yeah, sure. 
 
    For the time being, the IG had locked the Daystrom team out of anything having to do with the crash and the program. The IG had ordered the base commander to station guards around the crash site and the Daystrom office complex. Doctor Forrester had pleaded with the admiral to allow him to review the telemetry, but he’d been refused. Much as I dislike being frozen out, it’s the right decision. I know Doctor Forrester won’t massage facts to lessen any blame directed at him and the scientific team. But he’s an exception to the rule. Most would want to see the data before anyone else so they could hide or even corrupt it to avoid blame. 
 
    Norman slouched in an armchair in the visitor’s lounge, feet propped up on the table, eyes closed; he was trying to sleep. In that groggy, in-between state between being awake and sleeping, he heard a commotion in the hallway. Cracking open one eye, he saw two armed Marines in battle dress uniforms, BDUs, enter the waiting room. Speak of the devil, Norman thought. The young captain rose from his seat and did his best to straighten his mussed uniform. At 0300 there’s only one person who’d arrive escorted by Marine bodyguards. 
 
    As if in confirmation of Norman’s thoughts, Admiral Arnold Buckner, also attired in BDUs, followed the Marines, trailed by a single aide. Norman and the admiral’s eyes locked, and the senior officer moved across the room to greet him. 
 
    “Norman, what do you know? How is she?” Admiral Buckner asked, completely bypassing the normal military rituals. 
 
    “Admiral,” Norm began, but stopped at the admiral’s raised hand. 
 
    Arnold Buckner turned to his aide and Marines. “I need a few moments with the captain,” the admiral said, inclining his head toward the door. 
 
    Having served with the admiral for over a year, the commander who was Buckner’s aide nodded his understanding and waved the Marines ahead of him out of the room. As the door shut behind them, Buckner motioned for Norman to continue. 
 
    “There’s not really anything more to tell you, Admiral. She’s out of surgery, or I should say she’s out of round one of her surgeries.” Norm took a deep breath before he continued. “Frankly, sir, neither I, nor the doctors, know why she’s still alive. No one should’ve survived that crash.” 
 
    “The doctors must’ve briefed you on at least some of it.” 
 
    “I’m not her next of kin, so I couldn’t get anything out of the doctors. I had Doctor Pearce, Project Daystrom’s flight surgeon, sneak in and look at the charts.” Norman shook his head. “It’s not good.” 
 
    “Give it to me with the bark on. And for Christ’s sake, call me Arnold. When you and Vicki were together …” The admiral didn’t finish the statement. 
 
    “She’s lost both legs and her left arm. There’s a lot of internal damage as well. Broken ribs, collapsed lung, punctured spleen. The list goes on. It might be quicker to list what’s still working. The only reason she didn’t bleed out was that she was wearing one of the new survival spacesuits. The suit sensed the blood loss and constricted the legs and left arm to minimize the loss of blood.” 
 
    “Brain damage?” 
 
    Norman shook his head. “We won’t know for sure until she wakes up, but the doctor’s best guess is no.” 
 
    Admiral Buckner noted the captain didn’t use the phrase “if she wakes up” but “when she wakes up.” Still, she’s a broken young woman. Modern medicine can restore some, if not most, of what she’s lost, but mentally, damn. Vicki wasn’t the most grounded of people to begin with and now this. 
 
    “Well, I’m here now and I like to think that I have a bit of influence,” Arnold said with a chuckle. “Why don’t you go down to the ICU station and inform them that Admiral Buckner is aboard and wants a briefing from the lead doctor and the hospital commander?” 
 
    “I’ll do just that, sir. I understand they’re just doing their jobs, but they can be pencil-necked paper pushers at times.” 
 
    Admiral Buckner laughed out loud for the first time since the accident at Stecker’s comment, and watch the captain leave the waiting room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Two days later, Norman followed Admiral Buckner into the hospital commander’s office. The admiral took the seat across the desk from the Medical Corps Captain and Norman stood at his right shoulder. 
 
    “What we are about to discuss, Admiral, is sensitive information that falls under the guidelines of patient-client privilege. I believe your aide should wait outside,” the Space Force doctor informed the admiral. 
 
    “But I’m obviously allowed to be briefed because I’m Commander Buckner’s father and next of kin. Is that correct?” 
 
    “If your daughter was conscious it might be different, she would have to give her consent for me to discuss her condition with you. But since she’s in a coma, I’m allowed to share it with you as her next of kin.” 
 
    “I’ll make this simple for you, Captain.” Arnold addressed the doctor by his military rank purposely. He wanted to emphasize that he was a four-star admiral and the doctor a mere captain. “Captain Stecker, who is likely senior to you as well, is not my aide. He’s Victoria’s commanding officer.” Buckner paused for effect. “And her friend. As far as I’m concerned, he’s part of the family.” 
 
    Norm could tell that the doctor didn’t like being dictated to when it related to the operation of his hospital. There was anger in those eyes. The reason we’re having this meeting was that Vicki’s lead doctor refused to discuss her condition with the admiral with me present. At least he had the balls to stick to his beliefs. I’m betting this guy will fold. 
 
    The doctor sighed and opened the folder on his desk. Since he was standing, Norman could see it contained a copy of Vicki’s medical chart. The thickness of that folder says it all. 
 
    “I know they gave you some high-level details about her status, right after she came out of emergency surgery,” the doctor began. “Her left leg was just gone. Torn off in the crash just below the knee. Because of the damage, we amputated what the crash left at mid-thigh. The right leg was intact, but crushed, forcing us to amputate it at the knee.” 
 
    Norman sensed the despair a father has for his injured daughter as it radiated from the admiral, and placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. Buckner looked up and nodded thanks. 
 
    “And the arm?” 
 
    “Whatever crushed the leg also got the left arm. We had to take it just above the elbow.” 
 
    “Even without your ER doctor’s preliminary report, I knew there’d be extensive internal injuries. Is she out of the woods?” 
 
    “Yes, there were a substantial number of internal injuries. Individually, none were life-threatening, but there were so many of them. And when you add in the loss of three limbs …” The doctor paused. “Frankly, it surprised the surgical team that she made it out of the ER. It was the blood loss that almost did her in. Losing the limbs caused a lot of that, but she was bleeding internally faster than we could pump in both blood and plasma. That’s why the surgery went so long. They had to go in and find and fix all the bleeders.” 
 
    “You’ll have a fresh restock of blood by the end of the week,” Norman informed the doctor. “Vicki had a lot of friends and they’re donating as we speak.” 
 
    The hospital administrator nodded and looked back to the admiral. “She’s a very banged-up woman. Her lead doctor has kept her in a coma for the time being to allow her body to heal. Commander Buckner will be under a lot of mental stress dealing with all her injuries, and that will affect her recovery.” 
 
    You can say that again, doc. There are only two things in life she gives a shit about: flying and sex. The crash has taken flying away from her. As for sex, that’s not happening soon, if ever, Norm thought. 
 
    “How long will you keep her in a coma?” Admiral Buckner asked. 
 
    The captain rifled through the documents, searching for the answer. He finally found what he was looking for. “Doctor Hansen wants to see the spleen injury healed before he considers waking her up.” 
 
    Forgetting himself, Norm asked the million-dollar question. “Can we see her?” 
 
    Before the doctor could answer, Arnold Buckner jumped in. “Good question, Norm. I’d like …” Arnold paused and waved at Norman. “We’d like to see her.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Admiral Arnold Buckner stopped abruptly two steps into his daughter’s private room. He stood gawking at the body strapped into the hospital bed. He noted three separate IV bags attached to Vicki. The slight breeze caused by the door closing behind him jerked him out of his trance. 
 
    Norman Stecker had insisted the admiral be alone for this first visit. Damn coward is down the hall in the waiting room. Can’t say that I blame him. I don’t really want to be here either. 
 
    Even though Victoria was still in critical condition and should have still been in the ICU, she was the daughter of an important officer and, hence, a VIP. The hospital had adapted one of the hospital suites reserved for special patients into a modified ICU room complete with its own nurse. 
 
    Buckner nodded at the nurse currently on duty. “Can you give me a minute alone with my daughter?” 
 
    The admiral could see the hesitation in the nurse as she thought about his request. Victoria Buckner was still lingering near death, and someone needed to constantly keep an eye on the array of devices connected to her. 
 
    “It will be all right. You can wait just outside the door. I’ll only be a moment and if something should happen, I’ll call out.” 
 
    “Very well, Admiral. But I’ll only give you five minutes,” the nurse said as she rose and walked past the shocked father. 
 
    As the door closed behind him, Arnold walked to the right side of the bed. The side where his daughter’s only arm rested. Arnold noted someone had restrained the arm to the side of the bed. Damn near shackled to the bed, Arnold thought. They similarly tied the rest of her body down. Sitting in a chair next to the bed, he grasped her remaining hand and found it cold and lifeless. 
 
    “It’s all right, Angel. Daddy’s here. I know I don’t show it very well. I never have, but I love you.” Arnold had to choke back sobs, and tears clouded his vision. Angel had been his pet name for her when she was a little girl. “I wasn’t the best father, but I’m going to make up for that. I’ll be here for you, and we’ll get through this together.” 
 
    Arnold remained like that, sitting and holding his daughter’s hand. He thought about his Angel as a little girl and the happy times they’d had. When Marjorie, Arnold’s wife and Vicki’s mom, died things had changed. He loved Marjorie with all his heart and was devastated by her loss. Arnold hadn’t known how to deal with it and withdrew into himself. Arnold had shut everything and everyone out of his life, focusing on his career to fill the void. Unfortunately, that withdrawal included his daughter. 
 
    It took him nearly two years to control his grief before he came out of his private hell. By then, it had been too late; the relationship between Arnold and Vicki was too damaged. The two of them simply coexisted until Vicki left home for the Space Force Academy. 
 
    A sharp knock on the door jerked Arnold out of his memories. “My time is up, at least for today, Angel, but I’ll be back.” The admiral sensed the door open. He stood, leaned over, and kissed his daughter’s forehead, then spun to address the nurse. 
 
    “Why is my daughter bound up like a criminal?” Arnold asked, gesturing at the restraints. 
 
    “She goes through bouts where she thrashes about. With the drugs we have her on, it shouldn’t be possible, especially since she’s in a coma, but it’s been happening.” The nurse shook her head. “Something’s going on in that brain. She’s fighting, Admiral, which is a good sign. It means her brain wasn’t damaged. But her thrashing around might pull out the IVs.” 
 
    Is she fighting to survive, or trying to escape? Arnold thought. “Thank you for watching over her. I’m sorry if I came across as an arrogant asshole.” 
 
    “I’m used to it, Admiral. ICU nurses get yelled at a lot by loving and concerned parents venting their anger and grief.” 
 
    As Arnold strode out of the room, he paused and placed a hand on the nurse’s shoulder. He left it there for a moment, giving it a slight squeeze, then continued out of the room. 
 
      
 
    *****

  

 
   
    Chapter 4. Fighting Pirates 
 
    Why do I suddenly hurt all over? Vicki thought as she threw her Spacehawk fighter into a tight turn and goosed her fusion engine. Her eyes flicked across her heads-up display, or HUD, and lingered on her fuel gauge. Hydrogen’s down to 50 percent. Her tiny fusion reactor needed the liquefied gas to produce power. It powered the SF-40 fighter and produced the plasma the fusion torch engine needed to create thrust. The problem was that when you pulled plasma out, the reactor sucked hydrogen in to turn into new plasma. 
 
    This was ‘Chaser’s’, Vicki’s callsign, first combat mission. It had only been thirty minutes since she’d topped off her hydrogen tank after launching from the space carrier Midway, and she’d already used up half her fuel without firing a single shot. It wasn’t her first time in space flying the top-of-the-line space fighter. As a newb, her squadron commander had eased her in to flying missions. Vicki had spent a month flying combat space patrol missions. Circling the carrier in a six-hour rotation, protecting it from attack. It was highly unlikely, in fact, it hadn’t happened yet, that the pirates operating in the asteroid belt would attempt to take on the most powerful warship in human space. But one never knew, and it provided good experience for new pilots. 
 
    Did I sleep wrong or something? Vicki squirmed in the fighter’s flight couch, trying to get comfortable. No matter what position she tried, the nagging pain persisted. 
 
    “Bogey at ten o’clock low,” came the contact report from Blue 1. 
 
    Vicki was instantly alert, scanning her display. Blue 1 led VSF-1’s first section. His four fighters were flying fifty miles off Vicki’s left wing. The two sections were nearly a thousand miles from their carrier, which lingered on the edge of the asteroid belt. Space Force had adopted the US Navy’s nomenclature for squadrons. VF was the designation for a Navy fighter squadron, which space command adapted to VSF for space fighter squadron. 
 
    There’s a common misconception about Sol System’s asteroid belt. It’s not the dense field of various-sized rocks depicted in videos and movies. True, there were many clusters of asteroids. These ranged from two or three rocks grouped together to larger collections of asteroids forming their own mini–asteroid systems. Those systems contained a single large asteroid, its core dense enough to create its own gravity, orbited by many other rocks. They measured the gaps between clusters in miles, sometimes tens of miles, not feet. One could easily fly through the field without ever having to change course. 
 
    “Eight bogeys, now,” the lieutenant updated his report. “They’ve seen my section and are moving to attack.” 
 
    Just the way the skipper drew it up, Vicki thought. The squadron commander, Blue Actual, was leading today’s fighter sortie and was commanding the squadron’s second section. Their purpose was to draw out and engage pirates lurking in the asteroid belt. Since they only attacked when they felt the odds were in their favor, the skipper had the two sections engaged in today’s operation flying into separate formations. The plan was to use one section to lure the fighters out for an attack while the other section swept behind and cut off any escape. 
 
    “Tighten up the formation, and follow me,” Blue Actual ordered over the flight’s comm channel. 
 
    Victoria, flying as the squadron commander’s wingman, was in a trail position behind the lead plane, below and to his right. She inched her plane closer to the lead fighter. The other pair of planes in the section lined up on the skipper’s left, forming the finger-four formation created by fighter pilots during World War II. The two lead pilots would spearhead attacks as the wingmen protected their sixes, or rears. 
 
    “Tighten up, Chaser,” the squadron commander called over the radio. “I won’t bite.” 
 
    Damn, I’m close enough I could almost reach out and touch him. Vicki took a deep breath and edged the Spacehawk even closer to the lead space fighter. She glanced at the navigation display and saw that the commander was taking them in a wide loop around the advancing enemy fighters. The end of that loop placed them ten miles behind the pirates, and, more importantly, between them and their suspected base. These guys won’t be getting away easily. 
 
    As the squadron commander’s section of aircraft looped around the pirates, Vicki watched the battle unfold on her tactical display. One hundred miles behind her, an ES-1A reconnaissance drone blasted out radar and lidar waves, giving the squadron two hundred miles of sensor coverage. The valuable drone was protected by the other two sections of VSF-1. The four birds of 1st section had volley fired their missiles at the enemy, destroying three of the incoming fighters. Now each group was barreling toward each other, closing to dogfighting range. 
 
    The SF-40 fighter carried four first-generation Sparrow space missiles. They were the first US space-to-space missile developed from scratch for the purpose. The Sparrows had replaced the AIM-120 AMRAAM (advanced medium-range air-to-air missile) modified for space. The older missile had been capable when it was first introduced, but as fighters switched from chemical reaction engines to fusion torch propulsion, they quickly became obsolete. Even when attacked at point-blank range, a targeted fusion-propelled fighter could turn and outrun the far slower AMRAAM. 
 
    Looks like some of these pirates didn’t get that memo. The three destroyed pirate ships had all turned and attempted to outrun the Sparrows launched at them. None succeeded. Still, there was a lot of room for improvement. Engineers had achieved the Sparrow’s high speed by sacrificing maneuverability. A savvy pilot could turn inside of the missile at the last moment. The Sparrow would try to make the turn and fail, often losing its targeting lock on the fighter. They were also vulnerable to spoofing by chaff and electronic countermeasures commonly referred to as ECM. 
 
    The Spacehawk’s other weapon was the Mk III railgun. It carried two, mounted in the nose. The energized magnetic rails propelled a 20 mm titanium slug to a speed of 1,600 ft/sec. The US had opted to use smaller slugs and rails in their design, enabling a ten-second recharge rate per gun. With its two guns alternating, it could fire a slug every five seconds. It wasn’t the machine gun rate of World War II fighters, or the Gatling gun rates of the Third World War, but it was far better than what they’d previously had. Coupled with the fragility of space fighters, a Spacehawk would definitely disable an enemy fighter with a single hit, if not destroy it. 
 
    The pirate ships were totally different. The Chinese had supplied them with modified first- and second-generation space fighters. They carried no missiles but did mount six 40 mm railguns. They fired significantly slower than the smaller American versions of the same gun; the fighter’s power plant wasn’t as capable as the American ones. But there were six of them and it only took one hit to kill a US fighter, as two American pilots had just discovered. 
 
    Vicki watched the tactical display and saw the blue icons of two fighters disappear. That shouldn’t have happened. They were experienced pilots. She worked the controls on the display to replay the footage at a slower speed. Dammit, she swore when she saw the new tactic. They’re using our formation tactics against us. The five remaining enemy fighters had ganged up on a single pair of American fighters. When the two Americans engaged targets, the remaining three enemy fighters turned and engaged a wingman. Even with a slower firing rate, the single American wasn’t able to evade eighteen of the large slugs and was soon an expanding ball of scrap metal in space. The three fighters then fell on the lead fighter, his six now undefended, and quickly eliminated him. 
 
    Vicki swiftly identified the root cause. In atmospheric dogfights, even jets capable of speeds well above 1,000 mph slowed down to dogfight. They fought most of those fights at speeds of 500 to 600 mph. An enemy that was four or five miles away couldn’t jump a fighter at those speeds. But this was space, where fighters were moving, and dogfighting, at 2,000 mph. It only took nine seconds to cover five miles at that speed. 
 
    Our brains aren’t going fast enough, Vicki realized. And it doesn’t help that most of the squadron’s pilots transitioned from jets. In fact, Vicki was the only pilot on the carrier from the Space Force’s first space fighter training class. Sure, she could fly jets; it was part of the basic flight training. But she’d never been taught to fight in a jet. 
 
    “Skipper,” she began to the squadron leader. 
 
    He cut her off. “I saw it, Chaser. I understand what they did and how they got away with it.” 
 
    As Blue Actual spoke, Vicki continued to watch as the remaining two planes in the other section fought for their lives. They were in a totally defensive mode now, not even attempting to shoot down the enemy. The pilots were merely surviving. 
 
    “2nd Section, light off for a twenty-second burn. We need to pick up the pace and help what’s left of 1st section,” the squadron commander ordered. “We’ll volley fire our missiles as soon as we get in range.” 
 
    In the cockpit of her fighter, Vicki shook her head in disagreement. Somehow, she managed not to say anything over the radio. Oh, sure, doing the burn was the right call. They needed to get there because every second counted for the struggling remnants of 1st section. But volleying the missiles is the wrong move. The remaining pirate fighters already showed they know how to evade the missiles. We’ll be lucky if we get one hit. Then we’ll be in the furball with only guns. 
 
    Toggling her engine start switch, Vicki ignited the fusion torch engine, which slammed her back into her flight couch and propelled her fighter forward with 10 g’s of acceleration. It’s going to be a long twenty seconds, she thought as the g-forces hammered her body. Her mysteriously hurting body. 
 
    Thankfully, the twenty seconds finally ended, and she hit the engine kill switch. Scientists and engineers had yet to develop a means to regulate the flow of plasma through the engine. The torch rocket was on or off. They sized the magnetic channel the plasma traveled through to limit the quantity of hot gas delivered to the engine nozzle to a reasonably survivable ten gravities. 
 
    As the section approached missile range, the sensor display caught her attention. What was that? The first time the blip had blinked on, then off, she’d almost missed it. Now paying close attention, she caught it again. There was a contact on the very edge of the sensor’s detection range. Vicki’s fighter was the furthest back in the formation and she doubted anyone else had seen it. 
 
    “Skipper,” Vicki called out just as the other three fighters launched their missiles. “I think there may be someone behind us. I’m going to check it out.” 
 
    “Fire your damn missiles, Chaser,” the commander barked over the radio. 
 
    But it was too late. With the engine off, the Spacehawk could flip over and still maintain velocity on the assigned heading. Vicki used her maneuver thruster to yaw her fighter over to point its nose at whatever lurked on their six and lit off the active lidar system. 
 
    The SF-40’s active system was much smaller than the one carried by the recon drone, but it still had a range of fifty miles. It doesn’t take a lidar system’s light long to travel fifty miles, and eight new blips appeared on the display, blips that quickly turned red as the combat computer analyzed them as additional pirates. Before Vicki could inform her CO of the new threat, her fire-control system updated the same systems in the other fighters. 
 
    “Damn, we’ve been suckered,” Blue Actual announced over the radio. “They came in ballistic so the AWACS would have a harder time picking them up.” 
 
    “What’s the plan, Skipper?” Vicki heard one of the other pilots, Blue 13, she thought, ask. She personally would have never flown with that unlucky designation. 
 
    “We help what’s left of 1st section disengage from the five pirates in front of us,” the squadron commander informed his section. “Then we all run like hell. There’s no reason for us to hide any longer, so everyone light off your active sensors. I’ll send the recon drone back to the carrier and bring up 3rd and 4th sections to cover our withdrawal. Facing eight additional fighters may cause the pirates to break off.” 
 
    Vicki looked at her fuel gauge. It hovered at 30 percent. “Skipper,” she called over the radio channel. “These new bogeys are gaining fast. They’ll be right on our asses when we catch up to our mates.” 
 
    “If you’re trying to make a point, Chaser, make it,” the squadron commander growled over the radio. 
 
    “I still have missiles. I’ll stay facing them and give them something to think about. But I want to make sure of hits, so I’m going to let them get close.” 
 
    There was a long pause over the radio channel. Then Blue Actual finally responded. “Blue 13 and 14, engage the enemy fighters in front of us. Blue 16, I’ll try to cover you when you break, but you may be on your own.” 
 
    Vicki and the other two pilots confirmed the squadron leader’s order. A quick look at the fire-control screen showed Vicki it would be three minutes. It also showed the approaching pirates would be in optimal range in two. 
 
    It was a short two minutes. One moment, Vicki was going over her actions, and the next, the computer was chirping at her. It was time to launch missiles. 
 
    “Not yet,” she said to herself as the fire-control computer squawked it was time to launch. “A little closer. I want to make sure of hits.” 
 
    The enemy fighters approached her section in a V formation, and Vicki selected the two pirates in its center. When rail gun rounds began zipping past her fighter, she decided they’d gotten close enough, and toggled her firing switch. The SF-40’s weapon bay doors snapped open and two missiles, one for each pirate, dropped into space. When each weapon sensed it was a safe distance from the fighter, their fusion rocket motors ignited and they sped toward their target. At fifty gravities of acceleration, it took each missile a mere eight seconds to reach its target. The pilots of each enemy fighter barely realized they were under attack when each missile struck home, its ten-pound warhead turning each into a cloud of debris. 
 
    As soon as the missiles launched, Vicki used the SF-40’s maneuvering thrusters to yaw her fighter back over and immediately put it into a tight left turn. Vicki expected each fighter would turn away to avoid follow-up missile launches, and as her fighter completed its turn, found herself in a perfect firing position behind a third pirate. 
 
    “Remember, newb,” Vicki recalled the words of an instructor, “you carry a limited number of missiles. Save them and use your rail guns.” Vicki used the joystick selector to switch from missiles to guns, lined up her shot, and pulled the trigger. Ten millimeter slugs tore through the enemy fighter’s tail section, and it tumbled out of control. 
 
    Three down, Vicki thought as she pitched her fighter down and to the left. Where are the rest of them? 
 
    “A little help up here, Chaser,” Blue 13 called out. 
 
    It took Vicki a moment to find her section mate. Fortunately, he’d squawked his transponder. Instead of evading, the three enemy fighters on the left of the formation had continued toward the larger battle that was behind Vicki and had ganged up on the unlucky pilot. 
 
    “On my way,” Vicki responded, and reversed her turn to come to the man’s aid. She flicked her drive on for a second to boost her speed and rocketed toward the three on one dogfight. Vicki feared she’d hit the friendly ship if she used her railguns at this range and switched back to missiles. It would be a wide deflection shot, which seriously reduced the chances of a hit. But the Sparrow missile carried an IFF system and wouldn’t target a friendly craft. And even if I miss, it will get their attention and cause them to break off. 
 
    Vicki pressed the trigger, and the missile rocketed toward the enemy fighter and missed. But she, and Blue 13, lucked out when another enemy fighter flew across the missile’s trajectory. The Sparrow’s seeker head saw the new target, verified it was a bad guy, and blotted it out of space. 
 
    The other two fighters turned to disengage and flee the battle. Vicki wasn’t in the mood to let them. Turning her fighter’s nose toward the retreating pirates, she gave her engine a five-second burn, and when the range was right, fired her last missile. The pirate tried to evade and used its ECM to decoy the missile, but the SF-40’s powerful lidar burned through the jamming and the Sparrow slammed home. 
 
    “Thanks, Chaser,” Blue 13 called over the comm. “I thought I was a goner.” 
 
    The radio call broke Vicki’s concentration. Guess I was in the zone. She noticed the other space fighter had formed on her and now acted as her wingman. 
 
    “Where’s everybody else?” 
 
    “The bad guys are all bugging out and Skipper wants everyone to form up on him,” her new wingman informed her. “Did you really kill five pirates?” 
 
    Vicki had to think about it. “Uh, I don’t know. I wasn’t counting.” She shrugged, which was a wasted action since the other pilot couldn’t see her. “You know how it is. You get caught up in what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Yes, our newb knocked down five of them,” the squadron commander said. “And showed us old hands how our tactics are all screwed up. There’ll be a lot of late-night sessions back on the Midway as we figure things out. And Chaser will be in the middle of it, explaining what she did.” 
 
    Vicki was glad the rest of the pilots couldn’t see her blush at the comments. Then she looked down at her fuel gauge. 5 percent, ouch. “Skipper, first I’m going to have to make it back to give those briefings. I’m almost bingo on fuel.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one,” the skipper responded. “We all burned a lot of hydrogen just trying to stay alive. But I’ve called for tankers and they’re on their way.” 
 
    Vicki leaned back in her flight couch and thought about what she’d just accomplished. The tactics, the decisions, where did they come from? I need to figure it out, cause people expect me to share it. Now if I only can figure out why I hurt. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Victoria,” a voice nagged at Vicki. “Wake up.” 
 
    Leave me alone. I hurt. 
 
    “Victoria, it’s time to wake up,” the voice insisted. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5. Dealing with Loss 
 
    “Victoria,” a voice nagged at Vicki. “Wake up.” 
 
    Leave me alone. I hurt. 
 
    “Victoria, it’s time to wake up,” the voice insisted. 
 
    Vicki slowly cracked a single eyelid open. It took a moment for her vision to clear, but she immediately realized she was in a hospital room. They all look the same, don’t they? Plain white ceiling, nondescript incandescent lights, and what I can see of them, bare walls. 
 
    Why am I here? Oh yeah, I crashed. And, based on how it happened, probably spectacularly. 
 
    Vicki found herself propped up slightly in bed. She pried her other eye open and took a good look around the room. Four people were present, two of whom she knew. Of course, there was Norm Stecker. Old reliable Norm. I don’t know why we are still friends because I’ve treated you really shitty, but you’ve always been there for me. Vicki smiled, remembering the good times they’d had together. 
 
    The presence of her father surprised Vicki. But when she thought about it, it made sense. He’d always projected the aura of being a concerned leader and not being at his daughter’s bedside would tarnish that image. I’m not being fair to him. He’s tried. Like all the rest of my emotional relationships, I screwed that one up as well. 
 
    The other two unknown people near her bed were obviously hospital staff. A woman doctor in scrubs and wearing a white lab coat—I bet she wears the lab coat just so people know she’s a doctor—stood at the right side of her bed, and a nurse hovered in the background behind her. 
 
    Vicki took stock of her situation. There were an awful lot of IVs running into her right arm. Someone had strapped that arm and her chest, hips, and upper legs to the bed. Vicki recalled times when she might have found that exciting, but now wasn’t the time for those kinds of thoughts. That’s when she realized the lumps in the sheet caused by her legs ended rather abruptly. She glanced to her left and noticed the same thing applied to that arm. 
 
    “No,” she gasped. 
 
    Doctor Margaret Bennett, Maggie to her friends, had been watching her patient regain consciousness. Not just consciousness, but awareness. She saw Vicki’s eyes go wide and heard the gasp. Well, nothing’s wrong with her cognitive functions. She realized she lost her legs and left arm faster than I thought she would. 
 
    Maggie placed a comforting hand on her patient’s right shoulder. “I’m Doctor Margaret Bennett, Victoria, and I’ll be taking care of you for a while. You’ve already evaluated your condition. I can tell you with certainty that if you think the outside is bad, you should have seen what the inside of you looked like. Frankly, it surprised everyone that you survived the crash.” 
 
    “Should have let me die,” Vicki slowly croaked out each word. 
 
    “And deprive Space Force of such a valuable asset? Now you’re being selfish,” Doctor Bennett admonished her patient. 
 
    Vicki responded but choked on her words. Instantly, the nurse moved forward with a small cup of water, and Vicki drank a mouthful. 
 
    “Careful, small sips and just a little at a time,” Maggie admonished her patient. 
 
    Vicki glanced down at her legs and then at her missing arm. “I can’t fly anymore, so what good am I to Space Force?” 
 
    “Surprisingly, my friend, a lot,” Norm informed her. “There is a lot of knowledge buried in that jumbled mess you call a brain. We need you, I need you, to share that with others.” 
 
    That statement by her onetime lover made the ball of ice that filled her insides shrink. Since her mother’s death when she was a teenager, she’d vowed to never depend on another person again. But as a cripple, how can you not be dependent? Norman was throwing her a lifeline. She could still contribute. 
 
    “Yes, you’re still a valuable asset, and Space Force isn’t ready to let you go yet,” Maggie informed her patient. “In fact, they assigned me to get you fit for duty again.” Doctor Bennett gave a quick glance to Admiral Buckner. 
 
    Well, I guess my doc is good at reading body language or she can read minds. And it seems like dear old Dad has pulled some strings to get me my own personal physician. 
 
    “Will they fit me with prosthetics?” 
 
    Maggie nodded. “In fact, there will be specialist in tomorrow to take measurements so they can fabricate your new arm. We’ll start simple and let you get used to one thing at a time. When you master the arm, then we’ll move on to your legs.” 
 
    Vicki had a friend at the Academy who’d lost an arm in a training accident and knew there was a certain amount of healing that had to occur before technicians could fit a prosthetic. “Isn’t it a little soon to be starting that? Doesn’t the arm need to heal some?” 
 
    “Oh,” Doctor Bennett said. 
 
    Vicki could see embarrassment on the woman’s face, and wondered what was going on. 
 
    “Vicki, the crash really tore you up. I mean, really hurt you,” Maggie said. “It took days of surgeries to repair everything. And you had a hard time managing the pain. We gave you as much painkiller as we dared, and you still thrashed around. So, I put you in an induced coma and strapped you down until you could recover from your surgeries.” 
 
    “Victoria.” Doctor Bennett leaned in close and stared into Vicki’s eyes. “You’ve been in a coma for five months. Your arm stump has healed more than enough to be fitted with a prosthetic.” 
 
    Vicki’s jaw dropped open. I guess when you compare it to the loss of three limbs, it’s not a big deal. But I lost five months of my life. 
 
    Admiral Arnold Buckner spoke for the first time. “I’d like a moment alone with my daughter.”  
 
    Everyone nodded in understanding and quickly left the room. 
 
    “I guess when the Grand Poohbah speaks, everyone obeys,” Vicki quipped. 
 
    “Everyone but you, Angel.” 
 
    Father and daughter stood staring at each other for a long moment. “I failed you, Victoria,” Vicki heard her father whisper. 
 
    “When your mother died, a part of me died with her,” Arnold continued. “I didn’t know how to deal with it. So I chose not to. Instead, I buried myself in my work.” 
 
    Arnold Buckner paused, searching his daughter’s face for some sort of understanding. What he got from her was a blank stare. “Even worse,” he pressed forward, “when I looked at you, I saw your mother. To stop from hurting—” 
 
    Vicki suddenly interrupted. “To stop the pain, you shut me out. Don’t you think I was hurting? Don’t you think I missed my mother? And then suddenly, not only had I lost my mother, I had lost my father as well.” Vicki spat the words back. Then she stared at the man. 
 
    Vicki had never seen her father cry. After her mother’s death, at the wake and funeral, her father had portrayed the stoic man, dealing with his pain. That wasn’t who stood beside her bed now. The man with tears streaming down his face was the daddy she once had. The father she could once again have if she only would reach out. 
 
    Should I? Can I? Vicki wondered. Then it suddenly dawned on her. I’m in the same position he was in. Except, I haven’t lost a wife; I’ve lost myself. “I’m a long way from understanding who I am now, Dad. But I’m understanding how Mother’s loss affected you. It’s time for us to help each other.” 
 
    Arnold reached down and gently grasped his daughter’s remaining hand. “We’ll both get through this together.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Vicki was working hard. Beads of sweat dotted her forehead as she concentrated on manipulating her new left arm. She’d had it for a week now and still struggled with basic motions and controls. Today’s exercise, which she’d worked on for two days, was to pick up a plastic water tumbler and then set it back down. When she could do it ten times in a row, she could move on to the next exercise. 
 
    “Number ten,” she whispered, and reached for the glass. “Concentrate, Vicki,” she coached herself. 
 
    She positioned her hand next to the glass and slowly grasped it. Not too hard, Vicki. Don’t break the damn thing. Confident that she had it, Vicki lifted the glass till it was a foot above the tray table. 
 
    Halfway there, she thought as she lowered the glass toward the table. Just before it touched, her artificial fingers suddenly released it and the cup tumbled, then fell over. 
 
    “Dammit!” Vicki screamed as she snatched up the offending glass with her right hand and threw it across the room just as the door opened. 
 
    “Is that any way to greet an old friend?” Doctor Malcolm Forrester asked as the cup banged against the wall next to him. 
 
    “Doc!” Vicki exclaimed. “It’s good to see you. And no, you weren’t a target. It’s just I get so damned frustrated trying to use this stupid arm.” Vicki waved the appendage at him. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t visit sooner, dear one, but I’ve been hard at work on a project.” 
 
    Vicki waved her good arm in understanding. “I figured you were busy deciphering what went wrong. It’s surprised me you or someone from the Daystrom team hadn’t been by to question me about the crash.” 
 
    Vicki noticed the pained look her statement caused. “What’s wrong, Doc?” 
 
    “I’m surprised no one’s told you. Space Force killed the entire project,” Malcolm answered. “They’re still going through the data, and eventually someone may be around to ask you questions, but they shut us down. They claim that computer technology is inadequate to support the neural interface, at least at this time.” 
 
    “Did my father have anything to do with that? I mean, killing the program,” Vicki asked suspiciously. 
 
    Malcolm waved his hands in a negative response. “Definitely not. In fact, the admiral strongly supported continuing. Your father stated the fleet needed the technology.” Professor Forrester looked at Vicki. “But I believe the real reason was that to shut it down meant you injured yourself in vain.” 
 
    Vicki rolled that answer around in her head. Yeah, for Dad, that would be important. Hell, for me it’s important. If I have to live the rest of my life like this, I would have liked it to have accomplished something. Vicki shook her head, pushing those thoughts aside. Dwelling on that didn’t help matters. 
 
    “So, what new project does Space Force, or some other military service, have you working on?” 
 
    “It’s a personal project. One I feel obligated to pursue,” Malcolm stated, giving her a sly grin. 
 
    “I saw that,” Vicki reproached him. “What do you have up that mental sleeve of yours? I suspect it has something to do with me.” 
 
    “It has a great deal to do with you. May I sit?” Malcolm gestured at the chair next to Vicki’s bed. “This might take a while to explain.” 
 
    At his friend’s nod, he took the chair and looked her in the eye. “I feel responsible for the crash and your condition. I should have postponed the test after the computer issue, but I let the pompous admiral bully me into continuing.” 
 
    “Test planes crash, Doc. It’s part of the learning process. You try, you fail, you evaluate and try again. I knew that when I signed up.” 
 
    “It was a perfect storm,” Malcolm said. “What caused the accident, that is. The computer spotted a drone that popped up on its radar. You saw it yourself on the display. You recognized it for what it was, but the computer didn’t. It was the same type of drone we used to train it for combat situations. When it ran the identity through its database, it saw the drone as a hostile. I purged the database of that information, and I purged the one in your fighter on the morning of the crash.” 
 
    Vicki was not only a pilot, but a test pilot, and immediately deduced what had happened. “But the backup program wasn’t purged of the test data.” 
 
    Forrester nodded. “Score one for the broken angel.” 
 
    “And when I didn’t take action against a hostile target, it implemented its override protocol.” 
 
    “Another point to you.” 
 
    “I tried to disengage the computer and take manual control,” Vicki said, and realized she hadn’t remembered that until now. 
 
    “Ah, the last part of the storm. When the idiot technician, my technician, was screwing around with the VR helmet, he bypassed the interrupt command. We didn’t realize it till we reviewed the telemetry after the crash.” Malcolm saw Vicki’s surprised look. “I might have broken a few rules. There are backup copies of all the telemetry on a personal server. They’re not copies, but the fighter’s actual telemetry. I arranged for a second link that fed my own servers.” 
 
    Vicki sat staring at him for several heartbeats, processing what she had just learned. “Then Daystrom would probably work.” 
 
    “Doesn’t really matter any longer. Space Force has killed it. But I still have the programming and the technology,” Forrester said with a grin. “And you still have that interface in your noggin. You know, we could configure it to control other things besides a fighter.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “You’re going to do what?” Doctor Bennett exclaimed. 
 
    “I’ve decided to check myself out of the hospital,” Vicki repeated her earlier comment. “Maggie, you told me yourself last week that all my internal injuries have healed. I’m only still here for my prosthetic arm and legs.” 
 
    “Exactly! You haven’t come close to adjusting to the new arm and haven’t started on the legs,” Margaret Bennett said. 
 
    Victoria Buckner and Margaret Bennett weren’t the only two people in the private hospital room, and the third person finally spoke. “Doctor Bennett,” Malcolm Forrester began, “I’ve developed a new type of artificial limb that Victoria has agreed to try.” 
 
    “And you are?” Bennet asked testily. “And what are your qualifications?” 
 
    “Doctor Malcolm Forrester,” the onetime Project Daystrom scientist introduced himself. “I have PhDs in cybernetics and computer technology from MIT.” 
 
    Maggie Bennett harrumphed. “So, you’re a wannabe doctor, not a medical doctor. What qualifies you to work with Vicki on her new prosthetics?” 
 
    If the physician had thought to belittle Malcolm with the wannabe doctor comment, she’d missed the mark. Professor Forrester had never been one to take his credentials seriously. “Regarding my artificial arm and leg qualifications, I really have none.” 
 
    “You what?” Maggie exploded, but Professor Forrester cut her off with a raised hand. 
 
    “I stated that one of my doctorates is in cybernetics. I was a part of the project Victoria took part in before her untimely accident. Specifically, I designed a neural interface which allowed Vicki to interact with her test vehicle more efficiently.” 
 
    “Doctor,” Malcolm continued before Margaret could interrupt, “I feel personally responsible for the crash and Victoria’s injuries. It was my computer software that failed, not her. Since the crash, I’ve worked on ways to ease that debt and designed a new type of artificial limb.” 
 
    “A new type of limb?” Margaret asked. “The arm she has installed now is state of the art.” 
 
    Doctor Forrester couldn’t restrain the chuckle that escaped his mouth and saw it angered the physician. 
 
    “You find that funny, Doctor?” Margaret asked venomously. Many considered Doctor Margaret Bennett a preeminent expert in prosthetics. It was the reason she’d been assigned to Vicki. 
 
    “I’m sorry I laughed, Doctor. Honestly, I am. And you’re correct; mechanically, the arm is state of the art. However,” Malcolm pointed out, “that control interface isn’t any different from those used forty years ago.” 
 
    Maggie began to respond but cut herself off. He said he had a PhD in cybernetics and talked about developing a neural interface. And then there was that order about no head scans of any kind. Maggie finally connected all the dots. “You put something in Vicki’s head that helped her fly the plane,” she blurted out. 
 
    All she got in reply were sly grins from both Vicki and Professor Forrester. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6. Convoy Escort 
 
    Commander Sandra O’Neill sat in Mobile Bay’s command chair and observed the duty watch section. The United States’ newest missile cruiser was a month shy of being one year old. It had taken that long for the ship to finish post-building shakedown and crew training. Only the third ship built in the class, there were a lot of post-building corrections that had to be fixed by the Newport News space yard. 
 
    And here we are, approaching the asteroid belt on our first mission, the slim brunette thought as she scanned the various sensor displays. Commander O’Neill and most of the crew fulfilled the role of plank owners, an old naval term for sailors stationed aboard a ship when it was commissioned. The crew’s training had begun well before they launched the ship, and Sandra was confident they could handle anything thrown at them. 
 
    But then, there’s the captain. Captain Dennis Brown, Mobile Bay’s original commanding officer, had been relieved shortly after commissioning. It wasn’t unusual for something like that to happen, because Captain Brown was an experienced spacer. Those were in short supply among the ranks of senior officers. The United States Space Force’s rapid expansion saw a lack of senior officers available for command positions. Fleet command had promoted the captain to commodore and placed him in command of a cruiser-destroyer squadron. 
 
    Captain Leonard Jeffries had replaced Captain Brown. Jeffries had zero space experience. He had been the commanding officer of the United States’ Navy missile cruiser Leyte Gulf before fleet transferred him to the Mobile Bay as its new commanding officer. That lack of experience meant Sandra had borne the brunt of preparing the ship for its testing and certification process. 
 
    At least he’ll be able to get his feet wet safely, Sandra thought as she mentally went over the ship’s mission. Mobile Bay and two corvettes were to provide escorts for tankers through the asteroid belt. 
 
    After a flurry of initial successes, pirates in the asteroid belt had been pared back by a constant US and European presence in the area. As the threat subsided, space command had pulled back the space carriers it had deployed as deterrents and replaced them with escort forces. This caused transport command, the organization responsible for moving hydrogen from the Titan base to Earth, to adjust its scheduling. They formed the tankers into twenty-tanker convoys rather than sending them toward Earth as they were filled. As a convoy approached the asteroid belt, an escort force would join and protect it as it passed through the danger zone. Once the passage was complete, the convoy would continue to Earth and the escort forces would return to Titan Base. 
 
    Mobile Bay and its escorts were about to perform their first escort mission. Pirate activity in the area had been almost nonexistent over the last year. Nobody had sighted a pirate in over six months. A perfect situation for our new captain to get his space legs. 
 
    They arranged the twenty tankers in four columns of five ships, with the columns forming a diamond pattern. Mobile Bay was leading the formation, with the two corvettes positioned on each flank. 
 
    “I’m picking up faint signals on our long-range sensors, ma’am,” the sensors operator reported. “They’re right on the edge of our detection range.” 
 
    Sandra was instantly alert. “Pirates?” 
 
    “Can’t say, ma’am,” the operator replied. “I’m not getting a good enough look at them.” 
 
    Sandra had fought pirates before and perfectly understood their capabilities. The edge of Mobile Bay’s sensors sweep was two hundred miles. On Earth, people would consider that a long way off. But in space, it was close, too close as far as Sandra was concerned. Pirate fighters were easily capable of speeds of 2,000 mph and could cover that distance in six minutes. 
 
    Captain Jeffries had many standing orders in place. Most governed when a commanding officer’s permission was required to do something. Like launching a reconnaissance probe. But Sandra knew they didn’t have time for that nonsense. 
 
    “Tactical. Launch a recon probe toward those mysterious contacts.” Shifting gears, Sandra turned to the bos’n’s mate of the watch. “Sound battle stations.” 
 
    Throughout the six-hundred-foot ship, horns and strobe lights announced the change in ship status. Airtight hatches began slamming shut throughout the ship and crew members rushed to man their assigned stations. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Captain Jeffries bellowed as he clumsily made his way out of his space cabin and toward the command seat. 
 
    “Unidentified contacts right on the edge of our sensor range, Captain.” Sandra slid out of the captain’s seat and floated next to it and made her report. The XO had to fight not to giggle as the captain struggled to move across the bridge and get into his seat. 
 
    “They’re two hundred miles away, XO. You had plenty of time to consult with me before taking this action,” the captain reprimanded his XO in front of the entire bridge crew. 
 
    Commander O’Neill was used to it. It wasn’t the first, nor would it be the last time it had happened. She leaned in close, deciding that it did no good to embarrass her own captain. “Captain, if those are pirates out there, they can be on top of us in six minutes. You know as well as I do it takes eight minutes for the ship to man battle stations.” Sandra stopped her explanation and looked her captain in the eyes. “If I’m wrong, it’s still good training.” Before she could say anything else, the tactical officer interrupted. 
 
    “Multiple contacts inbound,” the TO announced. “Still firming up numbers and speeds, but it’s definitely an intercept course for us.” 
 
    Sandra looked at her captain. “I should head back to auxiliary control. You got this, sir?” 
 
    Captain Jeffries glanced at her and nodded, then settled back into his command seat. “Attention on the bridge. The captain has the deck and the con.” 
 
    The XO gave her captain one last look, then used the handholds to pull her way off the bridge. With everyone else already at their battle stations, the central passageway down the spine of the ship was empty. Commonly referred to as Broadway, the corridor stretched from the bridge all the way to engineering. An experienced spacer, the XO launched herself off the bridge hatch and rocketed toward the aft portion of the ship. 
 
    Auxiliary control was the backup to the main bridge and was located just outside the main entrance to the engineering spaces. If an enemy destroyed the bridge in battle, auxiliary control could take over the operation of the ship. When at battle stations, the secondary bridge team and the XO manned the control room, just in case. 
 
    Sandra had made this trip in freefall many times and could get from the bridge to the backup control room in less than a minute. As she sped down the passageway, she suddenly became concerned. Nothing’s happening, she realized. The XO couldn’t sense the ship turning or accelerating. Even more of a concern was the lack of missile launches. We’re a fricken missile cruiser, for God’s sake. 
 
    Mobile Bay was the third ship in the Savo Island-class of missile cruisers. Specifically designed to engage multiple targets at distances up to one hundred miles. With two missile tubes in the bow, and eight tubes mounted along her port and starboard broadsides. Her magazines carried the ship versions of the Fang anti–space fighter missile and the Talon anti-ship missile. Engineers designed both missiles for the fleet’s space fighters and they were adapted for shipboard use by extending the fusion drive of the missiles. Mobile Bay also carried two medium lasers in the bow and four quad Bofors railgun mounts, two on the dorsal and two on the ventral sides of the ship. 
 
    In a practiced maneuver, Sandra reached out and grabbed the handhold right outside the auxiliary control room and pivoted into the space. “Status,” she barked as she coasted effortlessly into her seat in the center of the small space. 
 
    “The count is twelve enemy fighters inbound. Range is down to forty-five miles,” the petty officer manning the tactical console announced. 
 
    The XO sat in her seat, patiently waiting for the rest of the report, then realized the young petty officer had nothing else to say. A quick glance at the display screens attached to her command seat confirmed the situation. Mobile Bay was continuing to sail on its course, fat, dumb, and happy. 
 
    Sandra donned a headset and switched to a private channel with the tactical officer on the bridge. “Doris, what the hell’s going on?” 
 
    “He’s just sitting there, Sandra,” the tactical officer Doris Winters responded in a hushed tone. “He hasn’t said a thing since he took over.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Sandra switched to the private channel between the CO and XO. “Everything okay, Skipper?” 
 
    “I’ve got this, XO. I read the briefing reports. Contrary to your opinion, I’m not a complete idiot,” the captain replied caustically. “I’m waiting for them to get in optimal firing range.” 
 
    Fricken idiot. He’s confused by the range difference between the fighter and ship versions of the Fang missile. Damn, damn, damn. This is going to hurt. Sandra wanted to pound the arms of her seat. 
 
    “Comms, get me a private channel to the corvette captains.” 
 
    “Both captains are on Channel 5 for you, ma’am.” 
 
    “What the hell’s going on over there, Sandra?” Tom Waterson, skipper of the corvette Puma, asked. 
 
    “I really don’t know, sir,” Sandra responded honestly. “But he’s not taking the actions he ought to. Has Captain Jeffries given either of you instructions?” 
 
    Both captains answered in the negative. 
 
    Sandra had put herself in a tight spot by even talking to the two captains. She was going behind her captain’s back. And while technically she was senior to each of the corvette captains, they were the commanding officers of their ships, and she was just the XO of hers. 
 
    She frantically thought of what she could say to the two men. “If it was me, and I hadn’t received any instructions from the force commander, I’d probably fall back on standard doctrine.” 
 
    Standard doctrine was that escorting ships placed themselves between the attackers and the convoy. Then engaged the enemy as far away as possible. 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan to me,” Waterson responded, and the other corvette captain agreed. 
 
    “I’ll do what I can on my end to improve the situation. Good luck to each of you. Mobile Bay out.” 
 
    “Vampire, vampire, vampire,” tactical announced, and Sandra’s head snapped to the forward display. Pirate fighters had never showed the ability to carry missiles. And of course they decide to do it now. The twelve fighters had each launched two missiles. 
 
    “Tactical, do we have plots for the vampires?” 
 
    “They targeted ten tankers with two missiles each,” tactical responded. 
 
    “And the other four?” Sandra asked. She saw the petty officer hesitate and knew the answer. 
 
    Sandra felt her ship shudder as it began launching missiles. At least he finally did something. I guess having his ship targeted finally got to him. 
 
    “How many missiles did we fire?” 
 
    “A full volley, all twenty-two tubes,” tactical responded. 
 
    Sandra watched as the Mobile Bay’s missiles sped toward the incoming enemy ones and then flew right by. “Did we launch those missiles on the fighters?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. We targeted eleven pirates with two missiles each,” the young petty officer responded. 
 
    “And it’ll be another minute before the reload is done,” Sandra said aloud to no one in particular. “Damn.” 
 
    Everyone in auxiliary control felt the deck rumble as the four quad Bofors mounts opened fire on the inbound enemy missiles. It was too little, too late. 
 
    Someone’s going to pay a price for this, Sandra swore to herself. I just hope it’s not too many of my shipmates. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “I hope someone’s got some answers for me,” Admiral Bruce McNair raged as he strode into the conference room. 
 
    Strode might not have been the right term. In the partial gravity of Armstrong Station, it was closer to a shuffle. The offices of the commander of Space Force were on the outer ring of the United States’ first true space station. That ring rotated around a central core, generating a limited amount of gravity. Any reader of 1970s or 1980s science fiction would recognize the design. 
 
    The commander of Space Force tossed his briefcase onto the conference table and plopped down in his seat. “I just got off a vid call with the president, the prime ministers of the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia, and the German Chancellor. None of them are happy and all of them took turns taking bites out of my ass.” 
 
    Bruce took a deep breath and relaxed. He’d celebrated his sixtieth birthday the previous week, but one couldn’t tell that from looking at him. Bruce was as fit as any forty-year-old, and only his graying hair hinted at his true age. 
 
    “We lost one corvette with another severely damaged. The missile cruiser leading the force suffered significant damage but is technically still combat capable,” McNair’s chief of staff said. 
 
    “You forgot to include four hydrogen tankers,” McNair added. 
 
    “The CO of the new missile cruiser Mobile Bay screwed up,” Commodore Joy Drake, McNair’s chief of staff, said. “There’s really no other way to explain it.” 
 
    “I can’t believe an experienced officer would freeze like that,” McNair stated. 
 
    “He didn’t exactly freeze, sir,” Admiral Arnold Buckner said. “He just didn’t do his job. If the cruiser’s XO hadn’t drawn outside the lines, it would’ve even been worse.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” McNair asked. 
 
    “Commander Sandra O’Neill was …” Buckner corrected himself. “I guess I should say is Mobile Bay’s executive officer. When Captain Jeffries didn’t take action, she back-channeled the COs of the two corvettes in the force and gave them a heads-up.” 
 
    “Dammit, Arnold, we can’t have COs screwing up like this. Ship commanders fall directly under your purview.” McNair looked directly at Buckner. 
 
    Arnold Buckner wore several hats within Space Force. Chief among them was the command of the US Space Fleet. All United States military space units were under his command. He sat stone-faced, looking at the Space Force commander. 
 
    “Admiral Buckner didn’t have anything to do with the selection of Captain Jeffries as CO of the Mobile Bay,” Joy Drake informed her boss. 
 
    “He commands all space units, of course he—” McNair cut himself off as he realized what must have happened. “Mobile Bay was just commissioned, wasn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes, she was, Admiral. Just commissioned and just certified for fleet operations. This was her first operation.” 
 
    “So the idiots dirtside picked the commander,” McNair lamented. “I believe I smell the stench of the good old boy’s club.” 
 
    Congress created Space Force as a separate service in the early 2000s. Originally, it controlled and operated Earth-orbit defense satellites and early warning systems. That was before any country had warships in space. Once that happened, the organization had to change. Initially, leadership of the force alternated between Air Force generals and Navy admirals. Then the president split the force off as a separate entity. 
 
    When true warships, as opposed to space fighters, appeared in space, leaders with a command background needed to be in charge. Officers with fighter experience, whether they be Air Force or Navy or even Marine, understood that part of space operations. But commanding a vessel in combat, crewed by hundreds if not thousands of spacers, was not a talent Air Force or Marine officers had. 
 
    When Armstrong Station’s construction completed, Space Force moved in and began operating in space full-time. Space Force handed all of its land-based assets over to the Air Force. To streamline costs, the Pentagon decided certain functions would be shared between Space Force and the Navy. Most notable of these was construction. 
 
    Oversight of any large construction project is a specialized skill that most line officers don’t have. Space Force had no officers with any experience in shipbuilding, so the Joint Chiefs decided that the United States Navy would keep oversight of building programs. On the surface, it was an excellent decision. In practice, not so much. Even with war on the horizon, envy and infighting between the various services existed. The United States Navy had an officer inside the command loop of Space Force to push Navy priorities. 
 
    “The Navy Bureau of Ships assigned the idiot.” McNair shook his head in disgust. “Please tell me the asshole’s still alive so I can skin his ass.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Jeffries survived the engagement, although he was seriously injured,” the chief of staff reported. 
 
    “We can’t have this.” McNair looked at Arnold Buckner. “We can’t allow this to happen again, Arnold. I don’t care how you do it, but we can’t have incompetent commanding officers. Do whatever you have to to remove them, and I’ll back you up all the way.” 
 
    “It may leave us a little shorthanded on senior officers,” Arnold said. 
 
    “You hit the nail on the head with the word ‘senior,’ Arnie. I don’t give a shit about seniority; all I care about is competency. I know I’m sitting in the cheap seats right now, but it’s obvious that Commander O’Neill would have made a better CO,” Space Force’s commander said, and saw nods from the others around the room. 
 
    “Let’s move on to what I consider an even more important issue,” Commodore Nancy O’Shaughnessy said. “The pirates used missiles for the first time,” Space Force’s intelligence chief stated. 
 
    “That concerns me, a lot,” Arnold Buckner said. 
 
    Nancy O’Shaughnessy nodded her agreement. “And they weren’t first- or second-generation missiles, they were the newest ones out of the Chinese arsenal. I won’t argue that the captain of the Mobile Bay screwed up. But even if he’d done everything perfectly, we’d still have lost tankers. The only way to defeat that missile attack was to engage them as far out as possible and keep engaging till you destroyed all of them.” 
 
    “And without intelligence, there’s no way a ship’s captain would do that,” Arnold Buckner added. “We trained ship captains the same way we trained fighter pilots, to wait till the target is at optimum range and can’t evade your missile.” 
 
    “And that’s an excellent strategy in most cases. Mobile Bay probably carries enough missiles. She just can’t launch them fast enough,” the intelligence officer stated. 
 
    “We need to get this information out to all command staffs, Arnold,” McNair said. 
 
    Admiral Buckner nodded. “It will go out as soon as we’re done here. I will point out that engaging the fighters as far out as possible will force them to launch the missiles from further away and give us more time for intercepts.” 
 
    “I’ll also point out that any convoy or escort force that doesn’t have fighter support is at risk,” the remaining admiral in the room spoke up. Vice Admiral Edgar Danforth was the deputy Space Force commander for space fighter operations. “The best way to protect the force or convoy is the have a fighter screen pushed well forward to find and engage the enemy.” 
 
    “And right now we can’t do that,” McNair said, a scowl on his face. “We have to keep our three fleet carriers in Earth orbit as a defense against the Chinese carriers in lunar orbit.” 
 
    Danforth waved a hand in dismissal. “I don’t want to start that argument again, Chief. We could base more than enough fighters right here on Armstrong Station to protect the continental United States. That would let us detach at least one carrier out to escort tanker convoys. But that’s not what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “Midway,” Admiral Buckner said. 
 
    Danforth nodded. “Exactly. She’s sitting over at the Lagrange Point, just waiting to go to the breakers.” 
 
    “But she’s nearly thirty years old, and, worse yet, she’s far out-of-date, technology-wise,” Space Force’s commander said. McNair hated what was happening to his old ship, but she couldn’t stand up to the new generation of Chinese space fighters. 
 
    “She doesn’t have to take on modern Chinese carriers or their fighters,” Edgar responded. “She still has launch tubes and can still carry fighters. Enough fighters, I’ll point out, to make a difference in a standup fight against pirates.” 
 
    “I agree, boss,” Arnold said. “Team her up with a missile cruiser and some escorts and she can hold her own in convoy duty.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to the Chiefs about shaking loose money to get her refitted and re-crewed. But you’re right, any force out there right now that doesn’t have fighter cover is dead meat,” McNair said. The Space Force commander looked around the table. “If there’s nothing else, we all have a lot of things to do.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7. Back in the Saddle (Again) 
 
    The yellow Corvette convertible pulled into the airfield’s gravel parking lot. The driver eased the car forward till its nose just touched the chain link fence that separated the lot from the single paved runway. A strawberry blonde, the car’s driver, rose to sit on the back of driver’s seat and stare over the windshield at the gleaming jet parked on the nearby apron. 
 
    Once upon a time, the T-38 Talon jet trainer had been a mainstay of the United States Air Force. Four or five generations of pilots had learned how to fly jets in them. But like all things, time had passed them by and faster, more agile training planes had replaced the Talons. The jet was the reason Vicki was here, one hundred miles from Professor Forrester’s research center. Today she would prove to herself if she had recovered. If she still had it. 
 
    Malcolm Forrester had been true to his word. He developed prosthetics that would interface with her neural implant. After uploading the new program, the specialists fit Vicki with her new legs and her new arm. Then the technicians had linked the legs and arm to her implant. 
 
    Vicki was a fighter pilot. More than that, she was a test pilot, but it had scared her when Doc told her to stand up. She remembered the frustration of learning to use her artificial left arm in the military hospital and was certain the same thing would happen again. But Malcolm was insistent, so Vicki grabbed the trapeze-like support bar above her chair and pulled herself up. 
 
    Vicki immediately found the sensation as being weird. The trunk of her body could feel the pressure of the prosthetic legs pushing up as her weight settled on them. Without even realizing it, she had let go of the support and was standing on her new legs. From there, she moved straight into walking and other normal activities. 
 
    Vicki spent the next two months learning everything there was to know about her new body. Exercising, running, calisthenics, sports, she did them all. Not very well at first, but she did them, and as the days and weeks went by, she improved. 
 
    It was then that she set a larger goal for herself. Vicki was determined to fly again. Oh, sure, she knew Space Force would never allow her to return to active duty. But to fly again … Anyone who wasn’t a pilot wouldn’t understand the concept of having that taken away from you. 
 
    Today was the last step of that journey. She’d spent a month flying various aircraft in simulators. Once satisfied she could control her body sufficiently, she went to the local flying school and, under an alias, took flying lessons, eventually soloing in a little Piper. For Vicki, today was graduation day. She would either be able to fly a jet or not. 
 
    Vicki swung her legs over the side of the convertible and hopped out. She then reached into the back seat, retrieved the Val Pak with her flight suit, and grabbed her flight helmet. Vicki took a deep breath, then turned and walked toward the squat brick building that served as a combination office and flight control center. 
 
    John Masterson looked up from his desk as the willowy blonde in the bright yellow sundress walked through the glass front door of his office. So this is the famous, or maybe infamous, Commander Victoria Buckner, he thought. 
 
    John had done his homework when he’d received the mysterious email inquiring about the availability of his Talon jet trainer for a practice flight. Masterson Aviation, John Masterson owner, chief mechanic, and pilot, didn’t advertise anywhere. He made a comfortable living flying his plane for movie shoots and other publicity-related activities. Sometimes it was as the actual plane in a movie, but most of the time it was as a camera platform. There was also the occasional celebrity who wanted a ride or even to fly a combat jet. The number of people who knew how to contact him was a brief list, and when he’d received a request from someone not on that list, he checked them out. 
 
    John had spent twenty years in the Air Force, mostly as an instructor pilot. He was that good at flying jets, and the Air Force recognized it. He’d still been at the Air Force Academy when World War III had broken out and had missed all but the tail end of that conflict. John had enjoyed his time in the service, but all good things end. It came to a point where he had to either take a promotion and say goodbye to flying regularly or get out. He’d chosen the latter. Flying was life. 
 
    Just like I’m sure it is to her. 
 
    Masterson didn’t recognize the name from the email. But his first phone call, to an old friend who had transitioned from the Air Force to the Space Force, gave him the lowdown on Victoria Buckner. Recipient of the Space Cross, the first space ace, and someone who loved to fly almost as much as he did. It surprised his friend that the woman wanted a test flight. Last the friend had heard, she’d nearly died in a crash as a test pilot and had lost both legs. 
 
    John knew there’d been significant advances in prosthetics and had even heard of some pilots being able to fly after getting them. But never a jet capable of supersonic flight. Still, Buckner had provided an up-to-date flight physical signed by someone he knew. If Olga McFee certified her, that’s good enough for me. Doc McFee was a prickly SOB who he’d never known to fudge a physical. He knew because he’d tried. 
 
    “Miss Buckner, it’s good to meet you,” he greeted the strawberry blonde as she approached the counter. “I’m not going to lie to you. I checked you out with resources I still have inside the military. Far as I’m concerned, you’re good to go. Your documents are in order. All you have to do to be streaking across the sky is fill out some paperwork, and get suited up,” John told her. “And of course, pay.” 
 
    Vicki chuckled and slid the certified cashier’s check across the counter to him. “I think this will cover the cost you quoted me.” 
 
    John simply glanced at the number box of the check and nodded. Then slid the clipboard with paperwork on it to her. “Just initial or sign in the marked boxes, miss.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Vicki sat strapped in the T-38’s cockpit and for the first time in her life felt fear. She nervously scanned the cockpit controls and went down the pre-start checklist. 
 
    Now or never, she thought as she finished the checklist and slid it back into its holder. She looked out the left side of the open cockpit at John Masterson. The plane’s owner stood next to the portable generator used to start the jet’s engine. Vicki pulled the checklist back out of its holder and went down it again. 
 
    “It’s just like riding a bike.” 
 
    The voice startled Vicki, and she turned to see Masterson standing at the top of the boarding ladder next to her. 
 
    “You know how to do it. You were born to be a flyer. And not just any flyer, but a combat pilot. Everyone I talked to when I checked your credentials told me that. Now, get your head out of your ass and fly the damn plane. You only have fifty minutes.” 
 
    “What, wait!” Vicki stumbled over the words. “I paid for an hour.” 
 
    “And the hour started as soon as you strapped yourself into the cockpit,” Masterson called as he went back down the ladder and pulled it away from the cockpit. “You’ve kicked the tires, now light the fires,” he said as he took his place next to the starter once again. 
 
    Vicki nodded more to herself than him and gave the windup signal as she pressed the engine start switch. The starter began pushing air through the turbine blades and after a moment the engine caught. The familiar hum of a jet engine filled Vicki’s ears, and the instrumentation came to life. 
 
    Masterson drove the tractor with the mounted starter off to the side and gave her a thumbs-up. Vicki gave him the same gesture and lowered the canopy. After a quick glance across her displays, she nudged the throttle forward and the jet trainer slowly moved forward. 
 
    Vicki taxied the Talon fighter to the end of the runway and completed what remained of the preflight checklist. 
 
    “Blue 16,” came a metallic voice over the radio. 
 
    The call sign made Vicki smile. The man definitely checked me out. That was my call sign the first time I was in battle. 
 
    “You are cleared for takeoff. The pattern is clear and there are no other aircraft within twenty-five miles of the field. The altimeter is 1750 and the winds are from the southeast at five.” 
 
    Vicki set the brakes and pushed the throttles forward and allowed the twin engines to build up thrust. She popped the brakes and the Talon jet fighter leaped forward. “Blue 16, rolling,” she called over the radio. She watched as the speed indicator came off the peg and began to rapidly increase. At 135 knots Vicki applied a little back pressure on the stick, then at 165 she eased it back and let the Talon fly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Vicki eased the throttle back and brought the nose of the Talon up, and the jet gently touched down on the runway. Another greaser, just like the old days. 
 
    The entire flight had been just like the old days. The fear, the anxiety, they’d disappeared when Vicki shoved the throttles forward for the takeoff. She hadn’t gotten crazy. It had, after all, been several years since she’d flown a T-38. Still, Vicki was pretty proud of the way she’d made the jet dance in the skies above the New Mexico desert. 
 
    To prove to herself that she could do that had been the most important part of the entire flight. Sure, Vicki had won the Space Cross for downing five pirate space fighters in a single action. But that’s not what she was most proud of. Vicki had always been the best pilot in any squadron she’d ever flown in. Oh sure, being able to make your space fighter do things an enemy pilot couldn’t made it easy to kill him. But a lot of other pilots racked up victories, relying on the weapon systems and their teammates to set them up. For Vicki, being one with her fighter was the most important thing in the world, and today she proved she could still do that. 
 
    Masterson’s airfield had a long runway and Vicki used all of it for the landing roll rather than use the fighter’s brakes. As she streaked by the squat office building, she saw Masterson standing outside alongside another man she couldn’t recognize. Probably some old Air Force buddy that came out to watch the cute girl fly. 
 
    Vicki turned the fighter onto the single taxiway and drove it back toward the admin building. As she approached, she suddenly realized who the second man was. Norm Stecker. I wonder what the hell he’s doing way out here. Last I heard, he was up on Armstrong Station. I haven’t seen him since I finally woke up from the coma. 
 
    Vicki parked the Talon precisely in its assigned spot, opened the canopy, and began unstrapping herself from the airplane. Masterson and Norm pushed the boarding ladder toward the aircraft. 
 
    “So, is Space Force so short of pilots they have you out scrounging up cripples to fly space fighters?” Vicki jeered at her old friend. 
 
    “No, something far more devious,” Stecker responded. “You’re still carrying around an expensive and classified piece of military hardware. The higher-ups wanted me to retrieve it when you crashed and burned.” 
 
    Masterson looked between the two old friends, and it was obvious to Vicki he didn’t understand the byplay. Nor should he. The interface implanted in my brain is top secret. Knowing the bean counters in the government, if they could pull it out, they would. But Doc Forrester assures me that can’t be done. Or it can’t be done without killing me. 
 
    “It seems you got your groove back, missy,” Masterson said. “It was a very impressive flying demonstration.” 
 
    At Vicki’s confused look, Masterson pointed to a telescopic tracking device on the roof of the admin building. “All I have to do is lock it onto the Talon’s transponder and it will zoom in and show me everything the plane does as long as it’s in range.” Then the former Air Force pilot got serious. “You still have it.” 
 
    Vicki turned and gave the squat man a hug. “Thank you for everything, John.” 
 
    The normally gruff pilot was at a loss for words and merely nodded in return. 
 
    “Now, if I might impose on you for one more thing?” At Masterson’s raised eyebrow, Vicki continued. “I smell like a horse. I’d like to strip out of this flight suit and use your shower before heading back into town,” Vicki told the man. “I’m sure Captain Stecker, here, would appreciate that as well.” 
 
    Both men laughed as Masterson led the other two into the admin building. 
 
    Ten minutes later. Vicki reappeared in the yellow sundress she’d worn into the building. “Hey, I was a space pilot for ten years. It doesn’t take me long to get out of the flight suit and get showered,” she responded to the surprised looks the two men gave her. “Besides, it’s not like I’m going out on a date or anything. I’m just driving back to the center.” 
 
    “As long as the bird’s here, you’re always welcome to come back and fly her,” John Masterson told the young pilot. 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for, John. I’ll probably take you up on that,” Vicki responded, and gave him a peck on the cheek. She turned and strode out of the office without looking back. 
 
    Norman Stecker gave Masterson a nod and followed his friend out the glass door. “Hold up, Vicki,” Stecker called out as Victoria tossed the Val Pak and flight helmet into the back seat of her convertible. “It isn’t by chance that I’m out here.” 
 
    “Geez, and I was thinking you just wanted to get in my panties again,” Vicki said sarcastically. “Tell your driver to meet us back at the research center.” 
 
    Norman gave the sexy blonde a puzzled look. 
 
    “We are one hundred miles out in the middle of nowhere,” Vicki explained. “I put two and two together. I figure you planned all along to ride with me to wherever I was going next, so you could discuss whatever brought you out here.” 
 
    Well, if I was worried about her mental ability, I’m not anymore. She doesn’t know what I’m about to ask, but she knows I’m going to ask something of her. She figured out my plan pretty readily. 
 
    “So, I’ll be polite and ask. Can I ride with you so we can discuss some things in private?” 
 
    Vicki batted her eyelashes at him. “Of course,” she said, and patted the seat next to her. 
 
    “Let me give my driver instructions and I’ll join you.” 
 
    After giving the sergeant driving his car instructions, Norman got into Vicki’s sports car, sliding in next to her in the front passenger seat. 
 
    Vicki put the car in gear and followed the government sedan as it rolled out of the small parking lot. When it turned left onto the county road the small airfield was on, Vicki turned right. 
 
    “I thought Doc Forrester’s place was the other direction?” 
 
    “It is. And it would take us about an hour to get there. But I didn’t know how long you would beat around the bush before you got around to telling me why you tracked me down. So, I decided we’d explore the desert till you came clean.” 
 
    “Always have to do it your way, don’t you, Chaser?” Norm said with a chuckle. 
 
    “You’d suspect that I’d been abducted by aliens if I didn’t. Now, what’s up?” 
 
    “It started as a simple request Doc made to Space Force R&D. The ability of your neural implant to control artificial limbs is amazing. Doc Forrester wants to extend that opportunity to others. He’s developed a less sophisticated implant to test.” 
 
    “But because they classified the entire project top secret, Malcolm needs R&D to approve and declassify the lesser implant,” Vicki finished Norm’s explanation. 
 
    “Exactly. I was supposed to be on my way to orbit on another job, but since I’d been the project lead for Daystrom, the head of R&D sent me to check this out. When I got to the Forrester Institute this morning, I had a long talk with Doc about it. Then I asked if I could see you.” 
 
    “And were told that I wasn’t there, and no one knew where I was?” Vicki chuckled. “I’m sure that pissed you off. You come all that way to see the poor cripple, only to find that she wasn’t around. What did you do? Ping my implant and track me down?” 
 
    “Dammit, Vicki, you know that’s not the way I think of you,” Norm said, staring at his old friend. Try as he might, Norman couldn’t keep his eyes from flicking down to the long legs that showed from under the very short skirt Vicki wore. 
 
    Vicki didn’t miss his glance at her legs. She made her own check and realized that when she’d settled into her bucket seat, the hem of her dress, her very short dress, had ridden up her thigh. Vicki was now exposing more leg than even she was comfortable with. Why am I uncomfortable about that? Lord knows Norman has seen a lot more than that. 
 
    Then it hit her. I passed a test today. I came out here and proved to myself I could still fly jets. With that done, I proved new Vicki is every bit as good as the Vicki before the crash. Except for one thing. Sex. 
 
    Vicki realized the last time someone had rocked her world was the morning of the crash. And I’m not even sure how good it was. There was a lot of tequila involved, and I don’t remember a lot. Except standing naked in front of Norm. 
 
    Vicki had to shake her head to dispel that image, then looked at her friend. She caught his eyes moving back to the windshield from where they had been. I wonder if he’s thinking about it. 
 
    “What’s with the vine tattoos on your thighs?” 
 
    “Doc Forrester, and the engineers who designed by new legs, are great at what they do. But there’s no way they can hide the seam where the artificial leg attaches to my stump. Instead of hiding the seam, I disguised it. The woven band of vines circles my thigh right on top of the seam. You have to get close to see it through the ink. You’ve been staring at them. Can you tell they’re artificial?” 
 
    “I was trying to come up with a polite way of telling you that,” Norm said with a blush. “They may be more attractive than your original ones.” 
 
    That got a huge laugh from Vicki. “Malcolm Forrester said the same thing, and I thought he never paid attention to those kinds of things.” 
 
    The two sat in silence for the next several minutes as the yellow Corvette sped down the two-lane road. Vicki knew what she was thinking about but wondered what had Norm so quiet. 
 
    “You know,” Norman finally broke the silence, “you were always the best pilot I’d ever seen fly. It didn’t matter whether it was in atmosphere or in space. But I watched you fly today.” Norman turned in the seat and stared at her. “Victoria, you were better today than I’ve ever seen you. How can that be?” 
 
    “Faster reflexes,” Vicki responded with the simplest of explanations. “I’ve spent a lot of time in the simulators. I learned early on that my legs and left arm react faster than my right. Doc says it’s because of the interface and the servos. My artificial muscles are faster than my real ones.” 
 
    Vicki chuckled. “It frustrated me to all get out the first three or four times in the simulator when I kept crashing. I thought I’d lost it and could never fly again. When we analyzed the telemetry, the technicians picked up that when I was making maneuvers, my legs operated the controls faster than my right hand on the stick did. So every time I banked or yawed, anytime there was a combination of foot and arm actions, it was all out of whack.” 
 
    “How did you fix that? After all, you can only move your right arm so fast.” 
 
    “Remember when we were in pilot training? I mean the very beginning when we were first learning how to fly jets? And someone asked why they trained us to fly with our right hand on the stick?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a stupid answer, but I understand it. They design every military cockpit for the pilot to have their right hand on the stick and the left hand on the throttles.” 
 
    “I switched and have been flying with my left hand.” Vicki saw the surprised look Norman gave her. “It took a while for me to switch my brain to using the other arm, but Doc put a program in the processor. I simply think what I’d do with my right arm and my left arm does it.” 
 
    Norman was quiet for several moments. “You know, Vicki, technically you’re still on active service. They haven’t gotten around to medically retiring you yet.” Norm held up a hand to forestall the question he knew she’d ask. “The paperwork is in the pipeline. It just hasn’t made it to you yet. I’m working on a new project. It’s very early in the design phase and I need a pilot who understands space combat.” 
 
    “What kind of project? Some new type of space fighter or weapons system?” 
 
    “Sort of. One issue with our current generation space fighters is they have short legs and even shorter endurance. You can only cram so much fuel and so much oxygen on board a fighter and still leave room for the fusion drive, missiles, and railgun rounds.” 
 
    “So you’re building bigger fighters? That’s going to cut down on how many a carrier can handle or launch at any given time.” 
 
    “What’s on the drawing board right now isn’t a bigger fighter, but an old fighter we’re going to modify. Did you ever fly one of the old Space Phantoms?” Norman asked Vicki. The Space Phantom had been an early attempt by the United States to build an all-purpose space fighter. It carried a pilot and a navigator/sensor operator. For its time it had been a decent fighter, but its five-gravity acceleration and short range were quickly eclipsed by Chinese units and Space Force repurposed it after only five years. There were only a handful of squadrons still flying them and only in a bomber role. 
 
    “I never flew one, saw a couple that a reserve unit was stuck with. They were so clunky that by the time I was qualified, I had no desire to try flying one. Don’t tell me that’s what you’re trying to modify.” 
 
    Norman laughed. “We’re just using the airframe. There are still a bunch of them around and it was handy to use as a test bed. And it’s a big airframe. The engineers are doing a total redesign of its guts.” Norman started to say something else and paused. 
 
    Vicki saw a curious look passed over her friend’s face. “What?” 
 
    “I’m hesitant to ask this. But has Doc done any experiments on how many g’s your new body could handle?” 
 
    “You’re serious!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have said anything if I wasn’t. Can your body, your new body, handle the g-forces?” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find that out,” Vicki said as she put the convertible into a tight sliding turn and rocketed in the opposite direction, headed back toward the Doc Forrester’s campus. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “This is all theoretical,” Malcolm Forrester told the two people sitting on the opposite side of his desk. “There should be no reason Vicki’s prosthetics should function the same way under high g-forces that her old limbs did.” 
 
    Vicki gave Norman Stecker a hopeful grin. Her friend didn’t return it. 
 
    “I can’t put Victoria’s life in jeopardy on a theory. She’s too important to me. Besides, it’s not worth the risk. I’ve got plenty of candidates who can do it.” 
 
    “Then why did you even bring it up?” Vicki growled in frustration. “There is a risk to any pilot that goes into space.” 
 
    Norm hesitated before he answered and gave Doctor Forrester a quick glance. Doc holds all the security clearances, but he isn’t involved in this project. But if I want him to certify Vicki can do it, I’m going to have to brief him. 
 
    “There is a reason I’ve been tasked with developing a long-range strike fighter,” Norm told the other two. “Have either of you ever heard of the Doolittle raid during World War II?” 
 
    Norman saw Vicki shake her head, but he noticed the grin and nod of the professor. 
 
    “I see the concept. You want to launch a long-range strike against the Chinese base in the Jupiter subsystem.” 
 
    “I still don’t see it,” Vicki said. 
 
    Before Norman could explain, Doctor Forrester did. “In the early days of World War II, the United States was reeling from a long string of defeats at the hands of the Japanese. To boost morale at home and to make Japan concerned about its defense of its homeland, the United States Navy launched a long-range bomber attack against Tokyo. The Navy couldn’t risk its limited number of carriers so close to the Japanese homeland, where they could easily be detected and destroyed. Carrier planes, much like our space fighters, had very limited range.” 
 
    “So a number of Army, what we call Air Force, today, bombers that had the range were launched from the carrier. That allowed the carrier to stand off at a farther, safer distance to launch the strike. The central piece of the plan was that the bombers would launch from the carriers, bomb Tokyo, then continue on to friendly bases in China.” 
 
    “The Army bombers could take off from the carrier, Vicki, but they couldn’t land on the carrier. It ended up being a one-way trip for every one of them. None of them made it to the friendly airfields, though most made it to mainland China and crash-landed,” Norman explained. 
 
    “Even though we’re not at war with them yet, everyone expects that to change, and soon. The Joint Chiefs are looking for a way to strike at China’s fuel sources on Jupiter’s moons. My job is to develop a space fighter that can do that and then train a squadron.” 
 
    “I’m in,” Vicki said. 
 
    Norman shook his head. “Yes, you’d be perfect, and you have all the skills. But I worry whether your body can do it, and frankly I worry if you can handle it mentally.” 
 
    “Whether her body can handle it, there is a way to test that,” Malcolm Forrester informed the pair. “NASA still has a g-force simulator. They hardly use it anymore, but I’m sure we could get access to it and stress test Vicki and her new appendages.” 
 
    “Set it up, Doc,” Vicki said as she jumped out of her seat and moved toward the door. 
 
    “Whoa there, girl,” Norman said. “There are a lot of hoops we have to jump through before we can do this. I need to talk to my bosses before we can do anything.” 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?” Vicki asked, her enthusiasm only slightly dampened. “The Chinese aren’t gonna wait forever and I want to be ready for them.” 
 
    “I need to go over to the base and use a secure line to talk with my boss,” Norman said, and consulted his watch. “He’s at the Pentagon right now and, if I hustle, I can catch him before he leaves for the day.” 
 
    “We have a secure line to the Pentagon,” Malcolm Forrester informed the Space Force Captain. 
 
    Norm gave Doctor Forrester the stink eye. “Nice try, Doc. I have faith that your secure line isn’t being tapped by the Chinese or any of our other enemies. But some things we might talk about you and your comm techs can’t know about.” 
 
    Malcolm Forrester raised his hands in a mea culpa surrender. 
 
    Norman turned to Victoria. “As for you, why don’t you get yourself cleaned up so I can take you to dinner? I believe your successful test flight deserves celebration, and I’d like to do that before I’m your boss again.” 
 
    Space Force, like all the rest of the US military forces, had strict fraternization policies. How well the services enforced the policy was a different story. A general rule of thumb for all officers and even senior enlisted was that you could “mingle” with someone a rank higher or lower than your own. No one could break the rule that bosses couldn’t date subordinates. The chances of coercion and sexual harassment were too great to allow that. 
 
    “How about I split the difference? I’ll meet you at the O club on the base at 0700?” Vicki suggested. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. That will give me a chance to go to the VIP quarters they assigned me and clean up a little.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    When Space Force transitioned from being missile and satellite oriented to being a true space military, it adopted the organization and customs of the United States Navy, to the disappointment of both the Air Force and the Army. One philosophy Space Force adopted from the Air Force was having excellent base facilities. Navy entertainment facilities always seemed to lack, but everyone knew the Air Force for its excellent clubs, restaurants, and golf courses. Holloman Air Force Base, next to the White Sands Missile test range, was no exception. 
 
    Norman put down his fork after enjoying the last bite of the excellent steak he’d ordered and glanced at his dinner partner. Victoria had definitely gone all out, and all eyes had turned when she’d entered the room in the black cocktail dress and stiletto heels. Norman’s mind kept wandering through the entire meal, remembering the times they’d had together. 
 
    “Is everything all right, Vicki?” Norman asked. He remembered Victoria having a voracious appetite. Back in the day, everyone had been envious of how much she could eat and not gain any weight. Probably her high metabolism. She was always going a thousand miles an hour, no matter what she was doing. Again, Norman thought about their intimate times together. Even during sex. Damn, it was hard to keep up with her. 
 
    But tonight she’d ordered a small plate of grilled fish and a small salad and hadn’t even eaten all of that. It was a far cry from the one-pound rib eyes he’d watched her wolf down in the past. 
 
    “I’ve had to change my eating habits.” Vicki waved a hand, encompassing her entire body. “There is a lot less body mass now. In fact, without the new hardware, I weigh half as much as I used to. You should’ve seen me a month after I started working out with the new limbs. I put on twenty-five pounds that first month. My brain was telling me I was working hard and needed to replenish the energy. In fact, it was the artificial legs doing most of the work and all the extra calories I was taking in went right to my ass. I starved myself for two weeks to get that weight off. You remember how vain I was about my body?” 
 
    Norman simply nodded. Then the picture of Vicki dropping her towel and standing naked in the seedy hotel room jumped back into his head. 
 
    “I’ve gradually conditioned myself to accept smaller portions and eat more protein and healthy foods. It’s terribly hard,” Victoria said with a somewhat sad face. “I think I miss desserts the most.” 
 
    Norman laughed at her response. “Well, you look great. And I’ll say it because I knew you then and I’m seeing you now. You look better than you did when we were in pilot training.” 
 
    Victoria batted her eyes at Norm. “Careful, big boy, flattery will get you everywhere.” 
 
    Damn, is she coming on to me? 
 
    The two old friends spent the next hour catching up. Well, truthfully, it was more Vicki learning what Norman had been up to over the last ten years. Her former lover seemed to know a lot about what she’d done. At first, she wondered if it was because of her notoriety. I am a hotshot space fighter pilot, after all. But Vicki gave herself a mental shake. That doesn’t explain all of it, though. Does Norm still care for me? After all these years, and after how it ended? 
 
    Vicki’s relationship with Norman had been intense, but for two totally different reasons. For Vicki, it was all about the sex, just like every other relationship she’d had in her life. And the sex has been great with Norm. But then, he’d forced her to have “the talk.” He wanted to understand where their relationship was headed. It had shocked Victoria to discover that Norman cared deeply for her and wanted to take their relationship to the next level. 
 
    Not knowing how to handle a serious relationship, Vicki did what she’d always done. She ran. And like always, it was into the arms of another man. And now, I don’t even remember that guy’s name. I was such a shit in those days. 
 
    Norman distanced himself from Victoria in a reflex action to protect his emotions. As soon as their flight training was done, he requested an assignment as far from her as he could get. Fleet had reunited them when Victoria was assigned to Project Daystrom. 
 
    Norman escorted Victoria back to the apartment she still kept on base. The two stood facing each other, nervously wondering what was next. Victoria decided she’d take the bull by the horns and grabbed Norman’s shoulders and pulled him in for a kiss. A warm, passionate kiss. Just like the ones they’d shared years ago. 
 
    Later on, neither would remember how they ended up in Vicki’s bedroom. In the end, it hadn’t mattered. Victoria was a different person from the young, rambunctious twenty-two-year-old who’d screwed up the relationship. 
 
    Admit it, Vicki, you were a slut. You like sex and you didn’t care what people thought. And somehow Norman loved you, anyway. 
 
    Vicki’s eyes snapped open as sunlight filtered through the open curtains of her bedroom. She felt the warm body next to her and smiled. It had been great. But what the hell are we going to do now? This can’t continue. He’s going to be my boss. I don’t care, but Norm was always a starchy son of a bitch when it came to regulations. I don’t see him pursuing a relationship with a subordinate. 
 
    “Good morning, sunshine.” Norm’s voice pierced through her contemplation. 
 
    Victoria leaned over and kissed him. “Good morning yourself.” 
 
    Victoria rolled away and sat on the edge of the bed, her back to Norman. “Norm,” she said without turning, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For?” came the simple one-word question. 
 
    Vicki hesitated. “Before,” she said in a very quiet voice. 
 
    When Norman didn’t answer, she turned, but his hand on her shoulder stopped her. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Norm said. He tried hard to hide the hesitation. It’s not, really. But what’s a guy to do? “We were both young and neither of us knew what we wanted in life.” 
 
    Vicki turned this time and stared into the man’s face. “You did, and I screwed it up.” Before she could say more, Norm pulled her in for a long kiss. 
 
    Vicki laid back down and slid up next to him. When Norm’s hand covered her left breast and began playing with her nipple, she realized this was the guy. Through all the years, through everything she’d done to him, he still wanted her. 
 
    “How are we going to make this work?” 
 
    “I’ve been lying here for the last hour remembering how good last night was and have wondered the same thing,” Norm said. “It was obviously meant to be, so, just as obviously, we’ll figure out a way to make it work.” 
 
    Vicki propped herself up on one elbow. “I’ve been thinking about what you said about the design process for this new space fighter. You’ve got a team up on Armstrong Station working on it right now, don’t you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t exactly call it working on a new design. I’ve got a team of techs and engineers gutting two Space Phantom space frames up on the station. When they finish that, they’re going to reinforce the structure with new lightweight composites.” 
 
    “You know, building thirty-four still has all the Daystrom computers and simulators. Why don’t we work from here?” 
 
    “Round up all the old technicians and engineers from that project and have them reprogram all the simulators?” 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t think it would be too hard to do. Then we modify the simulated Phantom and run it through simulated battles. We see what works and doesn’t work without wasting precious time with real hardware.” 
 
    Norman set up in the bed and looked at Vicki. “That’s actually a great idea.” 
 
    “Well don’t sound so surprised.” Vicki poked him in the ribs. “I’m not an engineer, but I know how space fighters work. We were always tweaking the designs when I was flying for the project.” 
 
    “And because everything we’ll be using is off-the-shelf, we won’t have to speculate about how it performs,” Norm said, nodding his head. “Those code monkeys were fantastic. If we tell them what we want in the morning, they’ll have the simulated bird ready to fly in the afternoon.” 
 
    Norman looked at his watch. “I need to see if I can slip out of here with no one seeing me. There’s no reason to start tongues wagging yet. Besides, I need to get on the horn with Washington and tell them how much my initial proposal has changed.” 
 
    Norman embraced his new girlfriend, then gave her a kiss. “Meet me for lunch at 1300?” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8. The Never Docks Sails Again 
 
    Captain Doris Pearce floated in the zero gravity onto her bridge. Nearly thirty years of space service made her movements seem effortless. 
 
    “Captain on the bridge,” the bos’n’s mate of the watch barked out when he saw her. 
 
    “Carry on,” Doris quickly announced as she settled into the familiar command seat and strapped herself in. 
 
    Doris ran her hands along the worn and cracked leather of her captain’s chair. I never expected to sit in this seat again. Six months ago, she’d been the last person to leave USS Midway as its last captain. The old girl’s thirty years old and seriously outdated, especially when compared to the new fleet carriers currently in service. 
 
    The United States built USS Midway, SCV-1, or space carrier one, in a hurry to counter the Chinese military threat in space. She’d been a we-need-it-right-now construction, so the builders didn’t consider future upgrades in her design. She was the largest ship, mass-wise, ever built, though the three new fleet carriers of the Essex-class were both longer and wider. The designers had incorporated the lessons learned from her construction and early operations into the new carriers. 
 
    Chief among those changes was purpose. Space Force designated Midway as a space carrier because it carried space fighters. But Space Force wanted, and got, a warship that could engage any hostile spaceship in a standup fight. She was essentially a space battleship which just happened to carry space fighters. Midway’s hull was heavily armored and covered in laser and railgun batteries. But her big punch was two heavy lasers mounted in single gun turrets on her dorsal side. Each could engage an enemy ship at ranges out to one hundred miles. 
 
    Midway was a dinosaur now. Her launch bays were too small to handle the newest fighters. And it was impractical to update her fusion plants and fusion engines. Buried deep in her armored frame, replacement would require the ship to be gutted. It was more economical to build a new carrier. But the telling blow to keeping the ship was that current carrier tactics didn’t put them in the line of battle. Space Force changed doctrine and centered a carrier’s offensive ability solely on its space fighters. 
 
    Captain Pearce looked around her bridge and studied its watch standers. Fortunately for the recommissioning, the Bureau of Personnel had tracked down and assigned many of Never Docks previous crew. The ship’s nickname was a holdover from the Bluewater carrier USS Midway (CV-41). It was appropriate since during SCV-1’s first years of service, like her predecessor, she was seldom in port. 
 
    “Guns, do you know where the XO is?” Doris asked her weapons officer. 
 
    “He’s down in the flight bay with Commander Spargo, ma’am,” Lieutenant Commander Christopher Brading replied. Joe Spargo was the CAG, or commander air group. “They’re trying to get all the space fighters stowed before it’s time to get underway.” 
 
    Doris nodded her understanding. Once Midway boosted out toward the asteroid belt, the five gravities of acceleration would make any unfinished work impossible. 
 
    “Since fleet shorted us on fighters, the job’s a little easier but neither officer is happy being short two squadrons of space fighters,” the weapons officer added. 
 
    “I’m not happy about it either,” Doris said. “It was bad enough fleet outfitted us with older model fighters because of our launch bays, but to be shorted even those fighters is going to impact our capability.” 
 
    Doris leaned back in her chair and thought about the situation. Her two squadrons of SF-40 Spacehawk space fighters were a generation behind the newest SF-51 Mustang. The problem was that her carrier couldn’t handle the larger and newer space fighters. It was one of the many reasons fleet command had retired the aged warship. The attack on the missile cruiser Mobile Bay and the convoy she’d escorted had changed all of that. 
 
    Ten years ago, Midway had led the first force out into the asteroid belt to combat the pirate activity, which had suddenly appeared and attacked the hydrogen tankers bound for Earth from the Saturn mining facilities. The carrier and her assigned escorts had lived up to the ship’s nickname and spent two years hunting down pirates. But it was like playing the old game Whac-A-Mole. As soon as you got rid of one, another one popped up. 
 
    US Space Force couldn’t afford to have its only carrier at the time tied down that far from Earth. Different strategies had to be implemented. The US Space Force grouped the hydrogen tankers into convoys of twenty ships and assigned a dedicated escort force to guard them at the Titan facility. Initially, these were destroyers and corvettes which acted as a deterrent to the pirate space fighters. Three years ago, Space Force commissioned a new class of missile cruisers that allowed the escort force to engage the space fighters at longer distances. After losing several dozen space fighters, the pirates had pulled their fangs in and retreated deeper into the asteroid belt. 
 
    For two and a half years, there had been no pirate attacks on any convoys. Someone occasionally sighted pirate scouts, likely checking if a convoy had an escort. That was until four months ago, when twelve pirate space fighters attacked a convoy guarded by the missile cruiser Mobile Bay. The space fighters attacked the convoy with stand-off, anti-ship missiles. They launched the missiles from forty miles out, then turned and ran. The incompetence of the cruiser’s captain made a dangerous situation worse. Instead of launching his cruiser’s missiles at maximum range, which might have forced the space fighters to break off, the captain waited until it was too late. The captain allowed the space fighters to destroy four tankers and a corvette, and the Mobile Bay and the other corvette in the escort force were both badly damaged. Still, the allies lucked out. The losses could’ve been significantly worse. The captains of the corvettes knew their duty and didn’t hesitate. They placed their ships between the missiles and the tankers. Both of the small escorts ignored their own defense and engaged the missiles that targeted the tankers. Their actions saved six additional tankers from destruction. 
 
    The revelation that the pirate space fighters were now carrying modern ship-killer missiles forced Space Force to reevaluate their strategy. The fleet would return to the strategy of space fighters fighting space fighters, and the only way to do that was with a carrier. With China’s continued buildup of warships in both Earth and lunar orbit, the fleet couldn’t spare the three Essex carriers. That’s why I get to take the old girl out again. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” Commander Walter Lowe, Midway’s XO said as he floated into the bridge. “We were having a bit of a problem getting all the space fighters stowed. They have already stripped most of our fighter-handling gear out of the ship. We had to do it the old-fashioned way and manhandle the birds into their launching bays.” 
 
    “Dammit, that’s going to impact fighter operations a lot,” Doris said aloud to no one in particular. 
 
    “It’s not as bad as that,” Walter said. “The CAG messaged me. He found the gear stuffed in a storeroom. The yard dogs had pulled it out and put it there but hadn’t gotten around to shipping it to the dockyard. He’s putting all of his flight crews, including the pilots, to work reinstalling them.” 
 
    Part of Midway’s decommissioning process was to strip out usable equipment and send it to the fleet dockyard to be used in new construction. Doris wondered what else they might have already stripped off her ship. 
 
    “XO, I want you to work with all the department heads to go through their equipment. I don’t want to be surprised we’re missing something we need when we get on station,” Doris ordered. 
 
    “I’ll get them all on it as soon as we get done with the boost, Skipper,” the XO acknowledged the order. 
 
    “Speaking of the boost,” Doris said with a somewhat evil grin. 
 
    As soon as he saw the grin, Commander Lowe knew what was coming. “You wouldn’t do that to us, ma’am? Would you?” 
 
    “Headquarters needs us at Saturn as soon as we can get there, Walt. So we’ll max boost for one hour,” Doris announced to the entire bridge. The comment elicited a loud groan, and the captain could see grimaces on the watch stander’s faces. Five gravities of acceleration for an extended time got real old, real fast. It was like having an entire basketball team sitting on your chest. 
 
    Midway’s maximum boost was five gravities. It was another of the reasons she was outdated. Modern warships could boost at ten gravities. But Midway’s main drive configuration was far different from the current generation of warships. She had two drive reactors and two torch engines. They designed each set for 2.5 gravities of acceleration. The captain intended to use both sets of engines to get the old girl up to speed. 
 
    The crew will just have to suck it up, Doris thought. “XO, we have procedures and protocols for doing this. We’ll send everyone to their bunks except for a minimal watch. I’ve already had the navigator lay out the course and calculate our acceleration. We’ll max boost for one hour to get the old girl moving and then we’ll do a ten-hour burn at 2.5 gravities. That will get us to Saturn in twenty-two days. Of course, we’ll have to decel at the end, but that’s the way Isaac Newton says it works.” 
 
    “The extended time at normal boost won’t be bad, and most of the crew could handle an hour at max,” the XO responded, earning him a sharp look from his CO. “I wasn’t going to bring it up till the department head meeting, but we’ve got a lot of green kids on board. I guess it was all BuPers had to finish manning us.” 
 
    “Ouch,” was all Midway’s captain could say. The mission was going to be tough enough and I have to do it with a crew filled with inexperienced spacers. 
 
    “All docking hatches show closed and secure, Captain,” the navigator reported. “Status board shows all yard connections detached. The ship is ready to get underway.” 
 
    “Thank you, Nav. Helm, lay in a course to get us out of the Lagrange Point perimeter.” 
 
    “Course laid in, Captain,” the petty officer driving the ship reported almost instantly, since the course had been ready for several hours. 
 
    “Boatswain Mate of the watch, sound the acceleration alarm,” Doris ordered. 
 
    A series of loud gongs erupted from the ship’s speakers. It was a set of three gongs followed by a pause and then three more gongs. Then the boatswain announced over the ship’s 1MC, the shipboard-wide public address system, “Standby for acceleration.” 
 
    Doris pushed the call button on the arm of her chair and, within a moment, Midway’s chief engineer, or cheng, answered. “Dan, is your team ready to go?” 
 
    “They are, Captain,” Commander Dan Lowery responded. “All reactors are online. Main engines are ready to answer all bells.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cheng,” Doris responded, and closed the channel. “Helm, five-second burst of max acceleration. Let’s get us moving.” 
 
    “Five seconds of max acceleration, aye, ma’am,” the helm acknowledged, and simultaneously flipped both switches to engage the two torch engines. 
 
    The five gravities of acceleration slammed Captain Pearce and every other bridge watch stand back into their seat. And then the burn was over, the engines cut off, and the ship was moving on a course for Saturn. The five-second burn was only enough to get the ship moving away from the US facilities at the Earth-Moon Lagrange Point 4. 
 
    “XO, we won’t be starting our high-speed acceleration for two hours. Let’s get the crew fed and into their bunks. I also want to have a department head call in an hour to discuss updates to our mission orders and get their reports.” 
 
    “Your stateroom, ma’am?” the XO asked. 
 
    Doris shook her head. “We’ll do it in the wardroom. We can all eat and go over what needs to be discussed.” 
 
    The XO looked at the wall-mounted chronometer. In the age of spaceflight, it was an anachronism. “Thirteen hundred then, ma’am,” the XO announced. 
 
    Doris nodded and unstrapped from her command chair. “You have the bridge, XO,” the captain announced as she he floated toward the rear of the compartment and her space cabin. “Set the underway watch. I’ll see you in one hour.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Doris took a swig from the sippy cup that held her coffee. She placed the cup back on the wardroom’s table, and carefully affixed its Velcro bottom to a spot on the table. After thirty years in space such things had become habit. She chuckled to herself that she was drinking from a cup that wasn’t much different from the ones her sister’s children had used when they’d been infants. 
 
    “It sure will be nice when the scientists finally figure out artificial gravity,” Dan Lowery, Midway’s chief engineer, said with a laugh as he pointed at the cup. 
 
    “I’ll just settle for rotating gravity sections on ships like they have on the space stations,” Walter Lowe said. Most of the large space stations built in Earth orbit had rotating rings. The rings rotated around a central shaft, using centrifugal force to generate a slight gravity field. It was nowhere near Earth standard, but at least you could sit down and eat normal food. Instead, spacers had to drink out of sippy cups and eat nutrient paste out of tubes. 
 
    “Last I heard, the scientists at GE claimed they were near a breakthrough,” Doris said. “I mean about artificial gravity.” 
 
    Dan Lowery laughed out loud. “They said the same thing ten years ago and I’ll wager they said it ten years before that.” 
 
    Doris looked around the wardroom table as the department heads slowly filed in. Like most warships, at least American ones, there was a hierarchy in the seating. A hierarchy built on importance, not rank. Doris sat at the head of the table and, by tradition, the most junior officer sat at its foot. For today’s meeting, that was a Lieutenant JG who was Midway’s supply officer. 
 
    The XO of a ship always sat on the captain’s left. If there was an important dignitary or visitor aboard, they sat to the captain’s right. With no special visitors aboard, Midway’s engineer sat in that spot. Moving left and right down the table were Midway’s tactical officer, Lieutenant Commander Christopher Brading, and Commander Joe Spargo, the CAG. These were Doris’s key officers. The writer George Orwell had it correct. All the departments and their department heads were important for the smooth operation of the ship. It’s just that some departments, like pigs, were more equal than others. 
 
    After the CAG sat the ship’s doctor, the ship’s navigator, and the Marine major in command of Midway’s Marine detachment. Then came the two noncommissioned officers who were invited to the meeting, the ship’s bos’n, a warrant officer responsible for maintenance and operation of the flight deck, and the command master chief, the senior enlisted man aboard ship. 
 
    “Before we do anything else,” Doris addressed the group, “I want to go-no-go for boosting to Saturn.” 
 
    The reports came in from around the table, either “ayes” or “gos” or “readys” as each department reported their readiness. Doris smiled inwardly that everyone claimed they were ready to go. They all know how important this is, and it would’ve taken a stout heart to say no to that question. Especially since they should’ve brought it up before now if they weren’t ready. 
 
    “With that formality out of the way, I need to hear about major concerns,” Doris informed the group. 
 
    “I’ll start it off,” the XO said. He glanced down the table at the command master chief. “The chief and I both are concerned about how green the crew is. At least 25 percent have never been on a deep space run before. And they’re not centered on any department but spread across the whole ship. I warn everyone right now. There’ll be a lot of drills between here and Titan Base.” 
 
    “Same thing goes for flight ops,” Joe Spargo added. “Boats has a lot of green people in his flight deck team, and that’s going to impact turnaround for flight ops. As for my pilots”—the CAG shrugged—“I won’t call them green as much as they’re inexperienced. Hell, I actually have three reserve pilots BuPers called back to active duty because they know how to fly Phantoms.” Midway currently had two squadrons of Spacehawk space fighters, and two squadrons of the antiquated Space Phantom’s configured for anti-ship and bombing missions. 
 
    “We’ll start flying combat space patrols as soon as we’re done boosting,” the CAG continued. “All the pilots will spend at least eight hours every day in the simulators, even during the boost. I have all of them in simulators right now so that we can run simulations during the 5G max boost. It will be good training.” 
 
    Doris listened as the other department heads discussed weaknesses and how they’d deal with them. She realized she was lucky to have experienced officers leading most of her departments. Those officers she considered her senior staff were all old Midway sailors. 
 
    “Seems like everyone has a handle on things. I expected nothing less. But I warn you, fleet command will throw us right into convoy duty as soon as we reach Saturn,” Doris informed the group. “That means the air group and tactical need to be ready. If anything will prevent that, the XO and I need to know right away. If there’s nothing else”—Doris stared around the table—“that’s all I’ve got. Enjoy the rest of your lunch. We’ll max boost in thirty minutes.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Admiral Arnold Buckner had flown over to Armstrong Station to meet with his boss, the commander of US Space Force. The Chinese had launched another space carrier, giving them four compared to the allies’ three, and decisions had to be made on how to deploy forces. He sat in Admiral McNair’s office along with the head of Space Force Intelligence, Commodore Nancy O’Shaughnessy. 
 
    “Dammit, Nancy, I’m tired of these surprises,” McNair said angrily. 
 
    The intelligence officer threw her hands up. “We’ve talked about this before, boss. Nobody, and I mean nobody, has assets inside the Chinese yard facility on the far side of the moon. We all thought it was stupid when they built that base on the far side of the moon, but damn if it isn’t extremely hard to get any intelligence with it being out there.”  
 
    “Every spy satellite we’ve tried to sneak over there suddenly malfunctions, and getting human assets onto that base or onto their moon mining facility supporting it has been futile,” O’Shaughnessy continued. 
 
    McNair turned to the commander of the Space Fleet. “Thoughts, Arnie?” 
 
    “The Chinese now have parity with us in the number of fighters we can deploy from our carriers.” Arnold Buckner began ticking off points. “Before the launch of the fourth carrier, we had a little flexibility in the deployment of our forces. I could deploy a single carrier forward to conduct offensive operations if needed, but now I need to keep all our carriers positioned between Earth and the moon.” 
 
    “Even with the additional fighters we now have based on Armstrong Station?” McNair asked. 
 
    “I’m thinking more of a surprise first strike,” Arnold elaborated. “This station is a sitting duck in space. Oh sure, we have the equivalent of a space carrier’s worth of fighters aboard, and she has missile defenses. But if the Chinese commit all of their carriers and their missile cruisers, they could launch a first strike against this station that we wouldn’t be able to intercept.” 
 
    Silence permeated the room for several moments. Finally, McNair spoke. “What if—” he began. 
 
    Buckner cut him off. “We can’t station any more fighters on the station. Oh sure, there are spaces where we could cram ’em, but we’re limited in how many we can launch and recover. This shifted the balance of power in their favor. Until we get another carrier, or two or three more missile cruisers, we’re stuck in this position.” 
 
    “And Yorktown is at least a year away from being ready.” McNair’s comment emphasized how desperate the situation was. 
 
    “Midway could ease the situation, but we need her out at Saturn,” Buckner said. 
 
    “Did she leave on schedule?” McNair asked. 
 
    Arnold Buckner laughed. “You asked that, knowing who her captain is? She’d have left on time if Doris Pearce had to get out and push.” 
 
    “How long before she gets to Saturn?” O’Shaughnessy asked. “Fuel is getting a little tight. We are supplementing by bringing up fuel from the national reserves, but we all know how inefficient that is. Last count I saw was that there are forty tankers waiting to be escorted.” 
 
    “I received Captain Pearce’s underway report just before I shuttled over,” Arnold informed the other two. “She’s pushing the old girl as hard as she can, but it will be a twenty-two-day trip out there. As it is, she’ll need every one of those days to work up her crew and her space fighter squadrons.” 
 
    “I know this is a question I should really ask Scott Murphy, but can we speed up Yorktown’s construction?” McNair asked. Rear Admiral Scott Murphy was the head of engineering and construction. 
 
    O’Shaughnessy shook her head, and Arnold Buckner sighed. “I can think of a few things that might shave some time off delivery, but to be sure I’d have to go out there,” Buckner said. 
 
    “I want you to grab Scott and go out there and see what you can do,” McNair ordered. “The problem with engineers is they want to do everything perfectly. Scott’s good about thinking outside the box, but I think solutions you might come up with, Arnie, are beyond him.” 
 
    “I’ll get with him as soon as we’re done and head out there,” Buckner responded. 
 
    “How is this going to affect our lunar bases?” O’Shaughnessy asked. 
 
    “I hate to say it,” Arnold began, “but if the shooting starts, or, I really should say, when the shooting starts, they’re going to be on their own. The fleet can’t cover those bases and ensure coverage over Earth.” 
 
    “I was afraid you were going to say that,” O’Shaughnessy said. “Should we consider evacuating them?” 
 
    “No,” the commander of the US Space Force said emphatically. “The Chinese would love for us to abandon our facilities on the moon. It would give them the leverage they need to claim all the surface.” 
 
    “You know what this reminds me of,” Buckner said, leaning back in his seat. “The Philippines during World War II.” 
 
    “Yeah,” McNair said. “Our people on the moon could end up being in the same unpleasant situation the US forces in the Philippines were in when the Japanese attacked. Way out in the middle of nowhere with no friendly support. Let’s see what we can do to make sure that doesn’t happen.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9. Building a Better Mousetrap 
 
    “Shit,” Vicki mumbled to herself as she scanned the data on her helmet’s heads-up display. She was cold and uncomfortable. Vicki had turned the cockpit heaters off, and life support was running on minimal. She was doing everything she could to stretch her fuel supply, but it wasn’t working. She’d been sealed in the cockpit for two and a half days, the longest test so far, and it wasn’t going to be enough. 
 
    “Do you see this data?” Vicki asked the controller. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re not getting the engine performance we wanted,” the duty engineer responded. 
 
    “Even worse, were not getting the performance we expected. I’m calling it,” Victoria informed the controller. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we get the captain involved in that decision?” the engineer asked. “We could still get data on life-support endurance.” 
 
    “You and the captain aren’t stuck in this tub. I can only imagine what it smells like in here,” Vicki said, and hit the “open cockpit” switch. The visual displays all went black and her heads-up display disappeared from her visor as the simulator’s cockpit slowly opened. Vicki left her helmet’s face shield down to protect her from the bright light that suddenly filled the Phantom’s cockpit. 
 
    “The commander’s correct,” came the metallic voice of Captain Norman Stecker over the radio. “Leaving her sealed in the tank isn’t going to accomplish anything more.” 
 
    Vicki looked up and saw her boss and lover in the observation booth. Doc Forrester and a woman she didn’t recognize stood there staring at her and the simulator cockpit. 
 
    “Get yourself cleaned up, Vicki, and join us in the conference room. Doc has a friend that might help us with our fuel issue.” 
 
    Vicki waved at the group, hopped down off the support platform, and headed for the showers. No, not a shower. I’m taking a bath and I’ll soak till I turn into a prune. 
 
    “Hey, boss,” she called over the radio before unplugging her helmet, “order some pizza. I’ve been eating nutrient paste for over two days and I’m tired of baby food.” 
 
    Norman gave her a thumbs-up from the observation booth, and Vicki headed for the locker room. Her nose wrinkled as she caught a whiff of her cockpit. Damn, I took my helmet off too soon. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victoria’s mouth watered as she approached the conference room and caught a whiff of fresh-baked pizza. She walked into the room, ignored everyone, and grabbed a slice of the heavenly food. 
 
    “Sorry if I seem rude,” she mumbled around a mouthful of pizza, “but I haven’t had actual food in more than two days.” 
 
    “Victoria,” Malcolm Forrester addressed Vicki in his cultured Harvard accent, “when did you start making excuses for your rudeness?” The rhetorical question elicited chuckles from the room’s other two occupants. Vicki responded by giving him a one-finger salute. 
 
    “While you gorge yourself, let me introduce a colleague and friend. This is Doctor Carol Dempsey. We’ve”—Malcolm gestured at Norm—“hired her away from the Jet Propulsion Lab to help us with our propulsion issues. She’s an expert in ion drives.” 
 
    The last comment got Vicki’s attention. “Satellite propulsion?” Vicki asked, while taking another bite of pizza. 
 
    “Oh, it’s quite capable of providing propulsion to other types of spacecraft. But I can understand why a fighter pilot would look down her nose at such systems,” the chunky brunette responded. “Ion propulsion simply can’t provide the acceleration the military typically wants. Space Force wants fighters and warships that can go fast and do it quickly.” 
 
    “Carol has designed a propulsion plant for NASA’s long-range exploration ship,” Doctor Forrester explained. “Her ship, if we can ever get it built, can make the trip from here to Jupiter in ten days.” 
 
    Vicki grunted. “Any of our fusion torch drive warships can make that same trip in five days.” 
 
    “Only if they carry fuel with them and have fuel at Jupiter for the return trip. My engine can make that trip in ten days, then turn around and return to Earth without refueling,” Doctor Dempsey explained. “And when I say without refueling, I mean exactly that. Hell, she’d still have enough fuel on board to make the trip to Jupiter again.” 
 
    “And the ship they’ve designed around this engine isn’t much bigger than a corvette,” Norman added. 
 
    “Last time I looked at data, the max acceleration these types of drives could produce were fractions of g’s. Very small fractions, I might add,” Vicki said. 
 
    Carol Dempsey nodded. “You’re thinking of the typical ion drives we install on satellites. They’re perfect for stationkeeping or adjusting orbits, etc. We abandoned most of the research into the technology with the development of the fusion torch drive system. My most recent design can accelerate at two gravities.” 
 
    “That’s still not good enough for a space fighter in a dogfight,” Vicki replied. 
 
    “But it will be good enough to get you to Jupiter in under three days,” Norman said. He saw Vicki trying to do the math in her head and held up a hand. “It can’t do that by itself, though. Remember the old hybrid cars developed in the late ’90s? They were both electric and internal combustion, giving the car the partial capabilities of each. We’re proposing doing something similar.” 
 
    Then Victoria finally got it. “Two engines. One fusion torch and one that’s ion drive.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Carol said. The professor used a laptop computer to bring up a display on the conference room’s video screen. It was a cross section of a Phantom space fighter with the two engines and their fuel supplies installed. 
 
    Victoria walked to the other side of the conference table and stood in front of the screen, staring at it. “The pilot in me says there isn’t nearly enough fuel for the fusion system.” 
 
    “There wouldn’t be if it was the only drive system on the craft,” Carol explained. “But it’s not. We limit the use of the fusion engine to combat and the initial acceleration. Then we rely solely on the ion drive to continue the acceleration of your fighter.” 
 
    “You said you could get this fighter”—Victoria pointed at the screen—“to Jupiter in three days. Walk me through the flight plan, and, more importantly, how much hydrogen would I have left when I got there?” 
 
    Carol typed in a command, and a different screen appeared. It showed a detailed flight plan from Earth orbit to Jupiter. “Assuming we start with a standard orbital velocity, we use the fusion engine for one hour at a five-gravity burn. The fuel for that will come from an external tank you’ll jettison as soon the burn is complete. That will get you up to a speed of 860,000 mph.” 
 
    Victoria winced at the thought of enduring five gravities of acceleration for an hour. “That’s a long time for a pilot to endure a max burn,” she said. “I did a thirty-minute burn once and found that nearly unbearable.” 
 
    “I realize that, and discussed it with Captain Stecker,” Carol explained. “The original plan was for only thirty minutes, but that adds almost an additional day to the trip.” 
 
    Vicki nodded to the doctor, and Carol continued. “After the burn, we switch to the ion drive and continue accelerating at two gravities for thirty-six more hours. Then we simply coast till you get the Jupiter.” 
 
    “We’ll need to run simulations to test all these numbers out,” Norm said. “And you’ll be going awfully fast when you get there. Too fast to dogfight. That’s something else we need to run in the simulations. Do we use the ion drive to slow down to a more reasonable speed?” 
 
    “No, we blow through,” Victoria said, going with her gut instinct. “We can always slingshot around Jupiter if we miss on the first pass and come by again.” 
 
    Victoria moved over to the conference table and took a seat. “I hate to say this, especially since I’m a fighter pilot, but we can’t dogfight in this bird. I reached that conclusion a week ago. We can’t carry enough fuel to do that.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Vicki?” Norman asked. “The Air Force and the Navy made that mistake back in the early ’60s with the original Phantom. Both services felt modern missile technology made dogfighting a thing of the past and didn’t even put guns on the original F-4s.” 
 
    Victoria remembered her first fight, which everyone now referred to as the Battle at Chaser’s Rock. “There was nothing wrong with that decision. It was the pilot’s mentality that got them into trouble. Hell, we did the same thing in space fighters. The old Air Force and Navy pilots that grew up flying F-22s and F-35s were flying space fighters the way they flew atmospheric fighters. They fell in love with the new long-range missiles and shot them at long-range. I got four kills with missiles in my first battle because I let the pirates get in close before I launched. I didn’t give them the opportunity to evade or use countermeasures. Our new bird can do the same thing.” 
 
    “We’ll start testing tomorrow. I already have the computer geeks working to change the simulator’s program,” Norm said. “Victoria, you need to go home and get some rest. My gut feel is the next few weeks are going to be pretty intense.” 
 
    “I need to go as well,” Doctor Dempsey said. “I want to work with the technicians on the program to make sure the simulation is as realistic as possible.” 
 
    After the two women left, Norman turned to Doctor Forrester. “Malcolm, I glanced at some of the preliminary data from the generation simulation we just ran. The life-support information got my attention.” 
 
    Doctor Forrester gave Norman a knowing smile. 
 
    “You knew, didn’t you?” Norman accused. 
 
    “I did. But I admit, I didn’t expect it to be as significant as it turned out.” 
 
    “We calculated the oxygen supply based on a normal pilot’s usage. There is obviously some variance in that data. A larger pilot, say someone my size, would use more than a smaller pilot. But Victoria used 60 percent less.” 
 
    “Because with two artificial legs and an artificial arm, Victoria has that much less body mass. She doesn’t need the oxygen to support those limbs anymore.” Doctor Forrester made a dismissive hand gesture and continued. “I suspected she’d use less oxygen because of that. The real savings is because of her not using her body’s muscles to do any work. She controls the spacecraft with her artificial limbs.” 
 
    Scott leaned back and stared at the ceiling of the conference room. “The engineers always knew they could build a ship that could make the trip fuel-wise. We expected that the tough part was building a ship with enough fuel and enough life support to keep its pilot alive. This changes the whole equation.” 
 
    “It only changes it for Victoria,” Malcolm emphasized. “And based on the original plan, she’s just helping design the ship. Vicki wasn’t going to fly the mission.” 
 
    Norman leaned forward and propped his elbows on the conference table. “Doc, Vicki became involved in this because Rear Admiral Owens, the head of R&D, got your request to declassify portions of the neural processor.” 
 
    “So I can make a scaled-down version of it and implant it in other amputees for my new prosthetic limbs. I haven’t even finished with the first prototype of that yet. You sort of dragged me into this project.” 
 
    “But if I had a pool of pilots with the same capabilities, we could make this work.” 
 
    “I think it’d be a hard sell to convince your volunteers to let us cut off their arms and legs so I can install bionic replacements,” Malcolm said with a chuckle. 
 
    “It might surprise you, but you’d get some volunteers. But no, that’s not what I’m talking about. Ten, twenty, or even more qualified people with similar injuries would love to have you install your new toys.” 
 
    “That many pilots have lost arms and legs?” 
 
    “Oh, all of them wouldn’t be space fighter pilots, but I bet I could find enough Air Force- and Navy-trained pilots of all types who would fit the bill. Don’t spread this around, but it’s way easier to fly a space fighter than an atmospheric one. Hell, flying a helicopter is way harder.” 
 
    “It’s still a big ask.” 
 
    “Not as big as you might think. Remember, these people come out of the same mold as Vicki. They were in the service because they wanted to be, and they wanted to fly. They lost that for whatever reason. I think if someone offered them the chance to do it again, and oh, by the way, live an almost normal life again, I’ll have people beating my door down.” 
 
    Norman pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and punched in a number. “This is Captain Stecker. I need a bird available in an hour to take me to Washington.” 
 
    Malcolm couldn’t hear the other end of the conversation but he heard Norm’s response. “Yes, it’s a priority. If you need to, check with the base commander. And no, I don’t need a pilot. I’ll be flying the bird myself.” 
 
    Norman ended the call and looked at Malcolm. “There’s no way I can talk to the boss about this over the phone. I don’t think there’s going to be any issues since this was a priority assignment from the Joint Chiefs. What I need you to do, Doc, is finish your design on the new implant and get it ready for a test subject. I want to be ready to move forward as soon as we get a green light.” 
 
    “I may have been fudging a bit when I said I was still working on the design. It’s finished and I already have a patient lined up to test it.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” Norman said. “You don’t do anything by halves, Doc. Just out of curiosity, is it a civilian patient?” 
 
    Malcolm nodded. “It is. He’s the son of a close friend.” 
 
    “I’m going to go out on a limb here. Set everything up for the implant surgery. Today’s Tuesday. Can you set it up for Friday?” 
 
    “We can actually do it sooner than that if we need to. The young man is here on site, having his new legs customized.” 
 
    Norman stood up and grabbed his briefcase. “I need to get moving if I’m going to get to Washington and see the boss. Can you do me a favor and tell Vicki what’s going on and why I won’t be by tonight?” 
 
    Malcolm gave Norman a fatherly look. “You know you’re treading on very thin ice, my friend.” 
 
    Norman shrugged and started for the door. “I had to wait twelve years for her, Doc. I’m not going to lose her again.” 
 
    Malcolm heard Norman’s call through the door as it closed. “I’ll let you know something by tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10. Recruiting 
 
    Stuart Barnes, Captain USMC, leaned heavily on his cane and struggled to negotiate the bus’s narrow exit. He wasn’t happy about being here, but orders were orders, and Marine officers, especially ones bucking the system, obeyed orders. 
 
    Barnes was proud of the fact that he was still on active duty. Oh, the Corps and the Navy had both applied pressure for him to accept his medical discharge. Stuart lost both legs when his F-35 fighter crashed after being hit by ground fire as it landed at a remote jungle airfield. That had happened two years ago. 
 
    Stuart had used a loophole in his enlistment contract to remain on active duty. The US military guaranteed every soldier, sailor, or Marine that when discharged, they would be in the same or better health as when they’d last enlisted. If not, the applicable service would resolve the issue. Unfortunately for the injured Marine, Stewart’s time was running out, because the military had ways to close the loophole. 
 
    Pencil pushers pointed out to Stuart on numerous occasions that it was impossible for the Navy—the Navy handled medical treatment of Marines—to make his legs as good as new. As he went through recovery and rehabilitation, Stuart had heard other veterans’ stories of their painful progress through the system. But they’d already accepted medical discharges, effectively giving up any control they had of the situation. True, they didn’t have to follow orders any longer, but they also had no power or authority. 
 
    Captain Barnes had made himself a royal pain in the ass to the Navy medical corps. But it had served a purpose. Since he was still on active duty, he got head-of-the-line treatment. Because of that, he had artificial legs before many other amputees at his treatment facility did. And they were state of the art. 
 
    “State of the art, my ass,” Stuart grumbled as he stumbled down the bus’s steps. They’re marginally better than the ones the other people get. It’s still obvious to everyone that I’m a cripple. And in two weeks, they’ll force me to appear before a medical review board and close my loophole. That board will declare me medically unfit to remain in the service, and I’ll have a choice of simply getting out with nothing or taking the offered medical retirement. 
 
    Stuart finally made it to the asphalt parking lot and looked around. Holloman Air Force Base was literally out in the middle of nowhere. It butted up against the White Sands Missile Range, which was its sole reason for existence. It provided administrative and personal support to the people who operated the range. They had ordered Stuart here to observe a demonstration. The paperwork didn’t discuss what the demonstration was, and when he’d asked, he was told he’d get briefed when he got to the base. 
 
    An Air Force technical sergeant was directing the others on the bus toward seating arrayed in front of the base operations building. As Stuart moved in that direction, he suddenly realized the twenty or so people present were all amputees. He saw that some of them weren’t fitted with prosthetics yet and were in wheelchairs being pushed toward the designated area. 
 
    Captain Barnes hobbled into the roped off area and saw a seat with his name on it. He moved towards it and used his cane to ease himself down. It was then he realized he knew the person sitting next to him. 
 
    “Funny meeting you here, Sherry,” he said to the brunette in the seat next to his. 
 
    Lieutenant Sharon Bitters had been speaking to the person to her left and turn to see who had spoken. “Aw, they brought in our Marine troublemaker,” the medically retired Air Force pilot said. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what’s going on, or is this just a gimp pilot’s convention?” Stuart asked. As he had negotiated the trip to the seating area, the Marine had perused the others present. About half were in uniform and those sported various pilot’s wings. Stuart knew Sharon had been an Air Force pilot and had flown the Air Force version of his own F-35. 
 
    “I’m sure my orders weren’t any different from yours, though mine was really a request since I’m not on active duty any longer. They didn’t say anything except the Air Force thought I’d be interested in this demonstration,” Sharon said. “My treatment coordinator got a little scuttlebutt, though.” At Stewart’s raised eyebrow, Sharon elaborated. “My doc claims it has something to do with new prosthetics. Or, at least, that’s what he heard.” 
 
    Stuart was about to ask another question when a loud rumble rolled across the airfield. Anyone who’d ever flown jets knew what it was. Someone just went supersonic, and they were nearby and low. 
 
    An F-22 confirmed Captain Barnes’s suspicions when it streaked in at treetop level and flew straight down the runway. The Air Force had retired all its F-22s ten years ago. As the ancient jet reached the end of the airfield, its pilot pulled its nose up into a vertical climb and punched in the afterburner. The jet rocketed skyward several thousand feet, then did a hammerhead stall and dove back toward the ground. 
 
    Stuart wondered if this was some sort of punishment as the jet’s pilot performed various aerial combat maneuvers over the next ten minutes. After all, everyone present was a pilot who couldn’t fly anymore. Barnes looked around and could see he wasn’t the only one who thought that. 
 
    The jet throttled back, circled the airfield once, and then made a textbook landing. 
 
    “Quite the demonstration,” Sherry said from next to Stuart. “I personally think it was a little sadistic to punish us like that, but what the hell, it’s good to remember what I once could do.” 
 
    It surprised Stuart when the F-22 taxied right up to the base admin building and stopped. Ground crew rushed up to chock its wheels and two of them pushed a boarding ladder up to the cockpit. Captain Barnes watched as a thin pilot unstrapped herself from the fighter. It was obviously a woman with those tits. She removed her helmet and shook out shoulder-length strawberry blonde hair, then scampered down the boarding ladder and walked straight to the podium positioned in front of the seated observers. 
 
    “I promise you there was a reason for that demonstration, and it had nothing to do with torture,” the pilot addressed the group. “I’m Commander Victoria Buckner, United States Space Force, and I’m the person all of you came to see today. It was important that you see me fly that airplane.” 
 
    Victoria Buckner, why does that name sound familiar? Stuart asked himself. 
 
    “Can you place that name?” Sharon whispered. “I recognize it, but I don’t know from where.” 
 
    Before Stuart could answer, the pilot continued. “Now I know this next part is going to be a pain in the ass. I’d like all of you to join me in the base operations conference room for a combination reception and presentation.” 
 
    The F-22 pilot made a motion to the group of enlisted Air Force personnel standing to one side. They moved forward to assist the twenty-two guests into the building. 
 
    He had to admit that the Space Force commander had choreographed the evolution well. The airmen had been subtle and respectful as they helped the injured veterans into the building. The variety of refreshments surprised him. Beer, good beer, Stuart thought, liquor, again high-quality hooch, and wine, along with various appetizers and finger foods. Stuart admittedly was a poor judge of wine and couldn’t comment on its quality. 
 
    Captain Barnes also didn’t miss the fact that Commander Buckner—Damn that name is familiar—remained with them. He had expected her to go somewhere and change out of the flight suit. Instead, right in front of the group, she kicked off her boots, then unzipped and shrugged out of the flight suit. The cute blonde, now clad in a pair of shorts and T-shirt emblazoned with the Space Force logo, went to the front of the room and sat on a desk positioned there. 
 
    “Take your time, but once everyone’s seated, we can begin the important part of today’s presentation,” Commander Buckner informed the group. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    With most of the group already in their seats, Vicki decided it was time to start. “Ladies and gentlemen, while we wait for the last few to get settled in, I’d like to introduce the other two members of my group.” 
 
    Vicki motioned at the two men standing with her. “The Space Force officer is Captain Norman Stecker, who’s in charge of the project. The geeky-looking man next to him is in fact a super geek. He’s Professor Malcolm Forrester and the project’s scientific advisor.” 
 
    “You keep talking about a project. What project, and why would any of us be interested?” a man asked from the front row. 
 
    Vicki looked at the wheelchair-bound man. He was an amputee, with only one artificial arm currently attached. He obviously uses the arm to operate his motorized wheelchair, Vicki thought. “If you bear with me, I’ll answer everyone’s questions.” 
 
    When the last person finally took their seat, Vicki began. She pointed at Marine Captain Barnes seated in the front row. “Captain Barnes, would you come up and help me with a demonstration?” Vicki had placed Stuart Barnes in the front row for a reason. Two of them, in fact. First, he had two good arms that she needed for the demonstration, and second, he was the best pilot in the group. 
 
    “What did you think of the flight demonstration, Captain?” Victoria said loud enough that everyone could hear the question. 
 
    “Besides its rudeness, you mean? It wasn’t nice to force a bunch of pilots to watch things we can’t do anymore,” Stuart responded acidly. 
 
    “Yes, besides that, Stuart,” Victoria responded. 
 
    The answer shocked Captain Barnes. The Space Force pilot knew who he was. “You did an excellent job putting a thirty-year-old fighter through its paces. I’m not sure I could have done better back when I could still fly.” 
 
    Victoria held up her left arm, pointing it straight out in front of her toward the assembled group. “Stuart, if you look in the vine pattern encircling my arm, you’ll find a rose. I want you to grab my forearm with one hand and use the index finger of your other hand to push hard on the rose.” 
 
    Stuart thought the request made no sense but did as asked. He grabbed her forearm and then pushed hard with an index finger. Stuart realized it felt like he was pushing a button, then he heard a pop and a gasp from the crowd. Dumbfounded, he stood with what was obviously a prosthetic arm in his hand. 
 
    Victoria reached over and plucked her arm from his grasp, and then easily reattached it. “I feel naked when I don’t have it installed,” she explained to the group. “And just so you know, both legs are prosthetic as well.” 
 
    Victoria scanned the faces of everyone in the room and saw both shock and hope. “Yes, I’m an amputee and I just flew that F-22. Stuart.” Vicki addressed the startled Marine captain and waved him to return to his seat. 
 
    “How? I’ve stayed up to date on anything related to prosthetics,” Stuart asked. “What you demonstrated is impossible.” 
 
    Victoria raised a hand to forestall any other questions. “It’s obviously possible because I just did it. And yes, I performed the theatrics in the fighter to emphasize what I can do. It was a little showy, but I think I made my point. Besides, I’m never going to pass up a chance to fly. 
 
    “Professor Forrester is a professor of neurology and bionics. As part of a top-secret project, he developed a neurological implant to let a pilot directly interact with a space fighter’s computer. Unfortunately, we couldn’t make it work. Fortunately for me and for some of you, we found a new purpose for the implant.” 
 
    “You use the implant to control your artificial limbs?” someone in the group said. 
 
    Victoria nodded and smiled. “Exactly. And it allows me to control them so well, that it’s hard to tell they’re not real. In fact, they are better than the originals.” 
 
    “So why us?” Sharon Bitters asked from her seat next to Stuart. 
 
    “There are several answers to that question,” Norman Stecker spoke for the first time. “First, you’re all veterans and we owe you. We owe you better lives than what you’ve been left with after your injuries. But it’s not only that. We need pilots for space fighters. Pilots that can fly extended missions in space. I’m not talking five- or ten-hour missions, I’m talking three-, four-, even ten-day missions.” 
 
    “We can’t get into all the details right now,” Victoria took over the conversation. “We are here today recruiting volunteers. All of you are pilots in one way or another. When I woke up in the bed, missing two legs and an arm, I know what I felt like. I knew I’d never fly again. I want to give you what I now have, a chance at a new life. But there is a catch.” 
 
    “We have to agree to become part of this program,” Stuart Barnes said. 
 
    Vicki pointed at the Marine captain. “What he said. There are still a lot of details to work out. And the upper brass haven’t decided how long you have to stay in the program. The captain and I brought you here to show you what is possible. But, before we can go further, you have to sign the paperwork. Anyone wanting to move forward would have to be reinstated into the service and agree to the security requirements of the program.” 
 
    Victoria looked around the room. “That’s it for today, folks. There are vehicles outside that’ll take you to your quarters. There will be a reception at the officer’s club tonight, and tomorrow we’ll fly you back to wherever you came from.” 
 
    Questions started peppering Vicki and Norman from around the room. 
 
    “People.” Norman had to raise his voice. “We’re not going to answer any questions about the program. Before we can do that, you have to agree to reenter service and sign security forms. We’re not going to allow you to do that today. We’re going to force all of you to think about it for a week.” 
 
    “In the meeting packet we provided each of you when you arrived, there is a business card with my name on it,” Victoria informed the group. “We’re going to force you to think about this. Five days from now, you can call the number on that card. You’ll get a computer program that will ask you a series of questions. Primarily it comes down to do you want to join the program, yes or no. If you say yes, then someone will be back in touch with you. If you say no, then we will not bother you again. If we don’t hear from you, we will not bother you again.” 
 
    Victoria moved off the desk where she’d sat. “I look forward to seeing you tonight at the O club.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Norman’s eyes followed Victoria as she worked the crowd in the officer’s club later that evening. He couldn’t believe how lucky he was to have her in his life. 
 
    “You know, she’s changed,” Malcolm Forrester, who stood next to him, said. “Partly that was because of the accident. But mostly it’s because of you.” 
 
    Norman nodded his agreement. Victoria had changed. She wasn’t the wild, reckless hellion any longer. A year ago, she would have worn a little black cocktail dress that showed every curve and flirted with every man in the room. Now, he chuckled to himself, she was a professional officer. Dressed in a Space Force uniform, she’d chosen to wear dress slacks instead of the optional uniform skirt as she worked the room. She moved from table to table and answered questions. 
 
    “She’s become the woman I knew she was,” Norm said. 
 
    As the two men watched their colleague meander around the room, a third man joined them. Captain Stuart Barnes stiffly walked up. 
 
    “I’ve heard through the base rumor mill that Commander Buckner’s implant allowed her to use her mind to fly the fighter,” Stuart said. 
 
    The two men who had once been in charge of Project Daystrom glanced at each other. Norman shrugged at Malcolm, an indication he’d answer the question. 
 
    “What’s the old phrase you Marines use? I could tell you but then I’d have to kill you,” Norman informed Stuart. 
 
    “For those of us who sign on, will we be getting the same implant?” the Marine asked. 
 
    “No!” Malcolm Forrester answered the question sharply. “If what you heard was true, and I will neither confirm nor deny that, it’s likely that it didn’t work.” 
 
    Stuart Barnes understood the subtle answer and nodded. 
 
    “I’ve developed a different version of the same implant. That’s the one you will get,” Professor Forrester explained. “Not for further dissemination. I felt responsible for Victoria’s injuries in the crash. I felt guilty and responsible.” 
 
    At the Marine’s raised eyebrow, Malcolm continued. “The device itself works. It was the interface program that failed. It was my failure and because of it Victoria became an amputee. No matter how hard we tried, we couldn’t make it react fast enough, and they pushed the project to the back burner. Since Victoria still had her implant, we can’t remove it once we implant it, I decided it would be possible to use neural links to control prosthetic devices.” 
 
    “And here she is,” Norman said, and waved toward Victoria. “If you didn’t know, you couldn’t tell she was a cripple.” 
 
    “I’ve talked to some of the other pilots you brought in,” Stuart said. “There’s nearly universal agreement that’s what’s most important to us. Being whole again.” He chuckled. “Hell, not depending on anyone anymore. And the cherry on top is that we might get to fly again.” 
 
    “That was the reason I designed the new neural link,” Malcolm said. “It was my penance to pay. And while it doesn’t have the same capabilities as Victoria’s, it’s more than sufficient for this.” 
 
    “I have to ask this. They trained me to fly advanced jets, and I know there are other fighter pilots in the group, but what about the others? Bomber pilots, commercial airline pilots, hell, helicopter pilots. You’ll teach all of them to fly space fighters?” 
 
    Norman bit off a laugh. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Captain, or spread it around. One thing Space Force discovered early on was that fighter pilots, and it didn’t matter if they were Marine, Navy, or Air Force, sucked as space fighter pilots.” 
 
    “But aerial combat is aerial combat,” Stuart tried to argue. 
 
    “Not in space. In atmospheric flight, a pilot is always concerned about the aerodynamics of his bird. Can I do this and not stall? In space, you don’t have to worry about that. Then there’s the matter of distance.” 
 
    “Distance?” Stuart asked. 
 
    “You engaged in aerial combat, correct?” Norman asked. At the Marine’s nod, he continued. “I know advanced missiles have ranges of up to one hundred miles. But do you ever fire at that range?” 
 
    “No, you can easily evade or decoy missiles fired at extreme range. Your chances of a hit suck,” Stuart answered. “Besides, between jamming and everything else, you usually wouldn’t see a target farther than fifty miles.” 
 
    “Now think about the same situation in space. Your sensors are better, especially thermal, so you can see targets much farther away. And the missiles have longer ranges. And you and the enemy are both flying faster. We discovered former fighter pilots like to volley their missiles and then bore in for dogfighting.” 
 
    “That’s the way we’re taught aerial combat,” Stuart said. 
 
    “Dogfighting in space is extraordinarily hard. You’re flying at much higher speeds and you’re more maneuverable in all directions. Remember how the F-22 had vector maneuvering? As long as it was flying forward, it could slide sideways in a fight. It wasn’t a lot, but it was more than enough to break a target lock or evade a missile. A space fighter can do that easily,” Norman explained. 
 
    “So, you’re saying it’ll be easier to train non–fighter pilots because they don’t have bad habits?” Stuart asked. 
 
    “Essentially, yes,” Norman said. “All those we asked to attend the demonstration are pilots of one type or another. We thought that was important because they understand the layout of a cockpit and know basic flight procedures. But for space combat they are a clean slate, and Vicki can teach them to fight the way she does.” 
 
    Norm saw the skepticism in the Marine’s eyes. “You should talk to her about it yourself. Specifically, ask her about her first combat mission. She was one of eight pilots engaged. The rest were all experienced fighter pilots, but no one in the two sections had fought space combat. Hell, as far as we knew at the time, no one had. They destroyed eight pirate space fighters in that action and we lost three. Not a bad ratio, if you look at it from just those numbers. But Vicki shot down five of those eight, and everyone who survived credits her with saving the day.” 
 
    “The commander shot down five space fighters in one engagement as a rookie?” Stuart asked. “And everyone else involved only managed three?” 
 
    “Our doctrine was screwed up,” Norm said. “It was as simple as that. The other seven pilots volleyed their missiles at long range. The initial volley knocked down three pirates, but the rest easily evaded the missiles.” Norm waved toward where Victoria was still mingling with the guests. “She understood what was going on and had the guts to go with a different strategy, even as the squadron commander screamed at her to launch missiles. She waited till the enemy was at point-blank range before she fired, and only launched when she had solid target locks. Every one of her missiles killed an enemy space fighter, and she got one kill with her autocannon.” 
 
    “That was what, ten years ago?” Stuart asked, and at Norman’s nod continued. “Why’s no one ever heard of that?” 
 
    “Because it embarrassed Space Force,” Norman explained. “Basically politics. A lot of high-ranking people had devised our fighter doctrine and all of them had egg on their faces. Even more importantly, we’d have lost all eight of our fighters if not for Vicki.” Norman shrugged his shoulders. “So they classified it and it’s still classified. As is Victoria’s Space Cross citation. If you were to look in her record, there is a note about her being awarded the Space Cross and where you can find the classified citation, if you have the clearance.” 
 
    “So you’ve given us a leader who is not only one of us but knows what she’s doing and has the experience to back it up. I’m surprised the higher-ups even considered this,” Stuart said. 
 
    “It took a bit of persuasion and a lot of dancing on my part to convince them. My ace in the hole is that we need this to succeed for the long-range fighter project to work,” Norman said. 
 
    “I think I’m going to go over and become better acquainted with my new boss,” Stuart said, and began to leave. 
 
    Malcolm Forrester cautioned the captain against getting too acquainted. “The young lady is spoken for.” 
 
    Captain Barnes didn’t miss the look Norman Stecker gave the scientist as he moved out into the dining room to mingle. 
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11. 1st Battle of the Belt 
 
    Captain Doris Pearce sat strapped in the chair behind the tiny desk in her space cabin and worked on the mountain of paperwork every ship’s captain had to deal with. For Doris, it was even worse; she was both commander of the space carrier Midway, and commander of the escort force. It didn’t quite double her bureaucratic workload, but it came close. 
 
    It wasn’t really paperwork any longer, not in the digital age. Departments electronically submitted the reports, and Doris received notices when they were ready for review. And will continue to receive notices till I actually do it, Midway’s captain thought sarcastically. And being digital, it allows the pencil-necked, rear area, feather merchants the ability to create even more reports to justify their existence. 
 
    Doris was reviewing what was actually an important report, the fuel status of each of ship in the escort force, when her comm terminal buzzed. 
 
    “Yes, Evelyn,” Doris answered promptly. Lieutenant Commander Evelyn Prior, Midway’s Electronic Warfare Officer, was currently the officer of the deck. Midway’s captain had expected this call. 
 
    “We’ve completed rendezvous with the tanker convoy, ma’am,” the OOD reported. “The CAG sends his respects and reports he’s launched the AWACS drone and its fighter escort.” 
 
    “Thank you, Evelyn. I’ll be out in a moment,” Doris said. “Send my respects to the CAG. Tell him to place all his units on ready ten status.” Ready ten meant that they could launch every fighter within ten minutes. It didn’t require the pilots to physically sit in the cockpits, like ready five did, but they had to be ready and in the pilot ready rooms. Once the AWACS, an advanced warning sensor drone, reached its assigned patrol area one hundred miles in front of the convoy, they could change the readiness status. 
 
    Doris finished reading the fuel status report. It was important data. She tapped the acknowledged button and closed her laptop. Doris unstrapped, allowed herself to float out of her chair, and then swam toward the door of the cabin. 
 
    “Captain on deck,” the ever-vigilant bos’n’s mate of the watch announced as she appeared on the bridge. 
 
    “Carry on,” Doris ordered in an almost ritualistic manner. Midway’s captain wasn’t a martinet or that full of herself. She didn’t need people constantly coming to attention when she entered the space to make herself feel important. What was important, in this case, was that the bridge crew knew the captain was present. There can only be one voice of command on the bridge of the ship, otherwise there might be confusion about what orders to obey. 
 
    Midway’s bridge would surprise any civilian who saw it. Unlike the large, expansive control rooms seen in movies and videos, it was quite small. And unlike movie starships, the bridge wasn’t located on the top forward part of the hull but was buried deep along the centerline of the ship. Other than the missile magazines, it was the most heavily armored portion of the ship. 
 
    A large viewscreen dominated the forward bulkhead. The captain and the rest of the bridge team viewed visual or tactical displays on it. A single armored hatch provided access on the room’s aft bulkhead, guarded by a single Marine in shipboard armor. A second Marine stood guard outside the door in the central passage. The square space measured twenty feet on each side, barely larger than the family room of a large home. 
 
    Anticipating the captain’s arrival, the officer of the deck sat in the XO’s seat, having already vacated the command chair. Doris swam to the chair and smoothly slid into it and strapped herself in. 
 
    “I’m just here watching, Evelyn,” Doris told the younger lieutenant commander. “Commander Prior still has the deck and the con,” Midway’s captain announced to the other bridge watch standers. That meant that Prior would order what needed to be done, and how it would be done. 
 
    “Anything on our sensors?” Doris asked the petty officer at the tactical console. The tactical department had only two officers, and one of them was an officer of the deck and thus, stood a different watch. Enlisted spacers were used to maintain a watch around the clock at the tactical station. 
 
    “Nothing yet, ma’am. Per your instructions, we’re active on all our sensors and can see out to two hundred miles. Once the AWACS drone is on station, that will extend to three hundred miles,” the spacer said. 
 
    “How long till we reach the belt?” Doris asked next. 
 
    “At current speed, ma’am, two hours,” the quartermaster of the watch reported. As part of the ship’s navigation department, he answered to the navigator and plotted the ship’s course and maintained the ship’s log. 
 
    Now Doris had to sit and wait. The part of her job she hated the most. Midway’s captain would prefer to storm ahead and hunt the pirates, but twenty hydrogen tankers needed protection. So, she’d have to sit and wait for the enemy to appear. 
 
    Evelyn Prior leaned over for a private conversation with her captain. “You think they’ll put in an appearance?” 
 
    “Oh, they certainly will. We threw down the gauntlet and dared them to,” Doris said with a quick nod. “And it won’t surprise me if they come after us.” Doris saw her OOD’s eyes go wide with that statement. “If they can take us out, they can shut off hydrogen supplies. But the CAG and I have a plan for that.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “The imperialists are walking straight into our trap, just as you predicted,” Senior Colonel Ren Shih said from where he sat across from his commander. 
 
    Major General Lei Hao, People’s Liberation Army Space Force’s commander in the asteroid belt, simply nodded. “Once you understand what drives them, it’s easy to lead them around by the nose. They perceive the pirates as a threat to their fuel sources. They had to send forces out to protect it.” 
 
    “But the Americans and their allies don’t realize our true purpose,” the General’s chief of staff responded. 
 
    “Remember, the plan hasn’t gone as we expected. Neither I nor our intelligence assets expected the Americans to send the Midway out here. We expected they’d send one of the new carriers and allow us a significant strength advantage around Earth. Our four carriers can overwhelm their two. That was the purpose of all of this. We wanted that advantage to strike decisively at the enemy.” 
 
    General Lei Hao waved a dismissive hand. “It doesn’t really matter. We’ll still have an advantage. Our fighter forces will simply suffer higher losses. It will all be worth it when we’re in total control of space around the planet.” 
 
    “And once we defeat the Midway carrier force, and take the Titan mining facility, our forces can return to Earth, and improve that advantage,” the chief of staff added. 
 
    The force Senior Colonel Ren Shih referred to was the modified Chinese space carrier they were currently aboard. The Qingdao wasn’t much to look at. They had built it at China’s Europa space station, and it was entirely modular. Europa’s docks had built hundreds of hydrogen space tankers to transport fuel back to Earth. Mixed in among that construction had been sections of the carrier. They had secretly transported those into the asteroid belt and assembled into them into an ad hoc space carrier. It was slow, maneuvered like a drunken cow, and carried almost no weapons. But she carried eighty space fighters who provided both offensive and defensive capability. 
 
    The comm panel on the general’s desk buzzed. “Colonel Deng Xiao is here as requested, sir,” the general’s assistant announced. 
 
    “Send him right in,” Lei Hao ordered, and a moment later the door opened and the carrier’s space fighter commander floated into the office. 
 
    Deng Xiao gave his commander a nod of respect as he seated and secured himself in the empty seat across from the general’s desk. They discouraged more formal salutes since weightlessness made them impractical. 
 
    “Since you sent for me, I assume it’s time to surprise the Americans,” Deng Xiao said. 
 
    “It is, indeed, Colonel,” the general responded. “And, as we discussed, we will hold nothing back.” 
 
    “Based on our scout’s report, the Americans should reach the edge of the belt within the next two hours.” 
 
    “I will launch the first wave in ninety minutes, then,” the space fighter commander stated. “And the second thirty minutes after that.” 
 
    “Are all of your ‘pirates’ clear about the plan?” Senior Colonel Ren Shih asked. 
 
    “They’ve been briefed many times, Senior Colonel,” Deng Xiao said. “And I will brief them again just before they launch. The first wave of forty space fighters will approach at high speed and launch their anti-ship missiles at extreme range, then turn and withdraw. They’ll return here to the carrier to rearm. The Americans won’t have any choice but to engage those missiles with everything they have, especially since half will target their carrier.” 
 
    “And the second force?” Major General Lei Hao asked. The Chinese commander knew the answer but wanted to hear it. He enjoyed hearing it. 
 
    “The second will lurk on the edge of the belt and wait until the Americans use up their missiles. Then streak in to point-blank range and take out the escort force,” Colonel Deng Xiao said. “The Americans won’t have time to recover and rearm their limited number of space fighters.” 
 
    Lei Hao didn’t say anything else. He simply grinned in anticipation. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Bandits,” the petty officer manning the tactical station announced. “Many bandits inbound at three hundred miles, and they’re coming in hot, Captain.” 
 
    “Soon as you get a count, let me have it,” Captain Pearce said. “All right, it’s show time, people. Bos’n, sound battle stations.” 
 
    The bos’n’s mate of the watch flipped the switch on his damage control panel and loud gongs sounded throughout the two-kilometer-long ship. “Battle stations, battle stations. All hands man your battle stations. This is not a drill,” he announced over the 1MC, the carrier’s main announcing circuit. 
 
    “Attention on the bridge. The captain has the deck and the con,” Doris announced loudly so everyone could hear her over the klaxon. 
 
    “Forty inbound enemy space fighters, Captain,” the tactical station operator announced as he was being relieved by Lieutenant Commander Christopher Brading, Midway’s tactical officer. 
 
    “Based on the enemy’s actions against the cruiser Mobile Bay, I estimate ten minutes before they launch their missiles,” Brading said. 
 
    “Thank you, guns,” Doris said. “It’s time to show some of our hold cards. Light off our jammers.” 
 
    When fleet command forced Midway to deploy without two of its fighter squadrons, Captain Pearce had insisted on getting more of the AWACS drones. Instead of its normal complement of four, the carrier carried eight of the sensor platforms. Four additional drones flanked the platform actively scanning space, currently deployed one hundred miles in front of the carrier. 
 
    Once the captain took over the deck and the con, Evelyn Prior manned her electronic warfare station. She typed commands into her console and the four drones that had been silent came alive and blanketed the area in front of the convoy with jamming. “All jammers online, ma’am.” 
 
    Captain Pearce nodded as she pressed a button on the arm of her command chair. “You ready, CAG?” she asked without preamble. 
 
    “VF-11 and VF-12, are ready to launch, Captain,” Commander Joe Spargo replied. The commander of Midway’s space fighter group sat in the cockpit of his own Star Hawk space fighter. When the time was right, he and the rest of the carrier’s two fighter squadrons would launch and engage the enemy. 
 
    “Communications, signal the cruiser Savo Island to hold fire till I give the word,” Doris ordered. 
 
    “Captain O’Kennedy has the word, and acknowledges, ma’am,” the communications officer announced a moment later. 
 
    “All stations report manned and ready, Captain,” the ship’s boatswain announced. 
 
    “Thank you, boats,” was the captain’s simple reply. 
 
    “Our four jamming birds are active, ma’am,” the electronic warfare officer said. “Our sensors can’t see through the interference, and I know ours are better than theirs.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander Prior,” Doris said. Midway’s captain checked the tactical display and saw they could still see the pirate fighters approaching via the AWACS drone deployed forward of the jammers. The carrier was communicating with that drone via tight beam laser communications. 
 
    Captain Pearce called to the air group commander again. “Time for you to launch, CAG.” 
 
    “Fighter squadrons eleven and twelve, launching,” Commander Spargo replied. He’d patiently sat in his cockpit, waiting for the order, and wasted no time getting the rest of his fighter force into space. 
 
    Launching the two fighter squadrons secretly was why they’d jammed the incoming fighters. It was the trickiest part of the plan and Doris was definitely rolling the dice. She expected there was at least a second group of fighters waiting to pounce, and the CAG’s two squadrons of space fighters would surprise and engage them. If they appear, that is. I let Walt and Joe talk me into this. 
 
    Midway only carried four squadrons of space fighters. Fighter Squadrons 11 and 12 flew the older but still reliable SF-40 Spacehawk. The Hawks had served for nearly thirty years but were still nimble and fast. Their limitations were their shorter range and limited weapons capacity. Today all thirty-two of the Spacehawks carried four Fang space-to-space missiles. They were the latest-generation missiles in the US arsenal, with a hundred-mile range and incredible accuracy. 
 
    Midway carried two space bomber squadrons. Bomber squadrons 11 and 12 flew the newer model SF-4 Space Phantom. Someone had originally nicknamed it the ghost, and they built it to replace the Spacehawk, but it failed to meet expectations. It had twice the range and carried twice the ordinance of the SF-40. But that had come with a price. It accelerated more slowly and was less maneuverable. Prior engagements against space pirates had shown those vulnerabilities. Rather than scrap the program, the Phantoms had transitioned into a bomber role. Their long range and weapon capacity made them ideal for the role. 
 
    The Phantoms were the key to Doris’s defense plan. Though everyone, including the Chinese, considered them bombers, Space Force built them as space fighters and they still could fulfill that role. Each of the bombers she was about to order launched carried eight of the new Fang missiles. Those missiles would be her convoy’s defensive shield. 
 
    “Commander Prior, it’s time to execute the next part of the plan. You may begin dialing down the jamming,” Doris ordered the electronic warfare office. Rather than just turning the jammers off, they’d slowly turn down the power and make it appear to the pirates that their own sensors were burning through the interference. 
 
    Over the next five minutes, the jamming slowly decreased until it was nonexistent. “Evelyn, I need to know as soon as the pirates can see us again,” Doris said. 
 
    “Should be any moment now, Captain, since we can see them with our own sensors.” Commander Prior responded. “There, they should be able to see us now.” 
 
    Doris called flight operations. “Launch VB-11 and VB-12,” she ordered. As soon as the order issued, the sixteen bombers of squadron eleven, and twelve of squadron twelve launched into space. Squadron twelve’s other four bombers were already flying combat space patrol around the AWACS drone. The remaining bombers rushed out to join their brothers. 
 
    Doris leaned back in her command chair and studied the tactical display. All her pieces were on the board and in play. Now she had to do what she hated most in the entire solar system. Doris had to wait. 
 
    *** 
 
    “What are the Americans doing?” General Lei Hao asked when the tactical display that had shown the American convoy changed into a combination of bright swirls and static. 
 
    “They deployed jamming drones, sir,” Senior Colonel Ren Shih responded. “It seems they were expecting an attack and took precautions.” 
 
    “The only thing it changes is how close the first wave must approach before they can launch,” Colonel Deng Xiao said. “As our fighters get closer, their sensors will burn through the interference.” 
 
    “Can’t they launch at the last known location and let the missile’s guidance system do the rest?” The general asked. 
 
    Deng Xiao mentally shook his head. The old fool is a political appointee, not a real general. Someone with half a brain wouldn’t have asked that question. “If I was in their shoes, as soon as the jamming started I’d make a radical course change. If our space fighters launched their missiles blind, once they penetrate the jamming zone and acquire the targets, they won’t have enough fuel to go after them.” 
 
    “That means it will take them longer to return and rearm if we need another strike,” Ren Shih, the chief of staff observed. 
 
    “That is true,” Deng Xiao nodded. “But it also means the Americans will have less time to intercept our missiles and we’ll score more hits. Besides, the first group’s purpose is to draw the enemy’s counter-missile fire. The Americans will not have time to recover their fighters, rearm them, and get them back into space before the second group attacks. They’ll only have their close in missile defense systems to protect them and that won’t be enough.” 
 
    “You sound confident, Deng Xiao,” General Lei Hao said. 
 
    “I am, sir. Our pilots are highly skilled, and despite their outdated fighters, they are still as capable as anything the Americans can put into space. Things would be different if we were taking on one of their new carriers with its larger complement of modern fighters. And when I say different, I only mean that we’d still succeed, but we’d suffer more losses.” 
 
    “I am glad you’re sure, Colonel,” the general said. “Because if we fail, the premier will blame me. And I will not take that blame alone.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Vampire, vampire, vampire, Hotel one has launched missiles,” Commander Christopher Brading announced from the tactical station. Hotel one was the group identifier for the incoming enemy space fighters. “Just as we expected, ma’am,” Brading turned from his console to look at his captain. “Each enemy fighter launched two missiles.” 
 
    “So eighty missiles headed our way,” Doris stated. “Chris, who’s targeted?” 
 
    “They’re only attacking the escorts, Captain. They targeted Midway with thirty. The two cruisers have ten each and they split the rest between the destroyers,” the tactical officer informed Doris. 
 
    “Designate targets for the bombing squadrons, two missiles for each incoming one,” Doris ordered the tactical officer. “When you have that ready, send it to the bombers and order them to open fire. As soon as they fire the first volley, I want them to turn and start back toward the carrier. Let’s make the bad guys think they’re returning to rearm.” 
 
    “The orders just went out, ma’am,” Commander Brading reported. “And you called it correctly. As soon as the pirates launched their anti-ship missiles, they turned away. It appears they’re withdrawing back into the asteroid belt.” 
 
    Before the tactical officer could report it, Doris saw the thirty-two bombers launch their anti-fighter missiles. Then they turned and started back toward the Midway. 
 
    “Tactical, as soon as our missile strike goes in, and we see the results, order the Savo Island to engage the remaining missiles,” Doris ordered. Midway’s captain checked the readouts scrolling along the edge of the tactical display. Six minutes, she thought. We have six minutes to knock all of them down. 
 
    “Comms, signal all our escorts that they are to defend themselves. I want no destroyer or cruiser sacrificing itself in defense of this carrier,” Doris said. “Midway’s a big girl and she can take care of herself.” The latter statement elicited chuckles from around the bridge. 
 
    Midway was a big girl. Though the newer carriers were physically larger, they had limited armor plating, and their only weapons were defensive. Though smaller, Midway massed more than her sisters because it was heavily armored and could likely take hits from two or even three of the anti-ship missiles and remain in action. 
 
    Doris noted a counter had suddenly appeared in the corner of the tactical display. The fighter-bomber’s counter-missiles hadn’t reached their targets yet, and the counter stood at eighty. Red arrows, which indicated each inbound missile, vanished from the display and the counter began ticking down. Within several heartbeats, the bomber’s missiles completed their attacks, and it was time to take stock of the situation. 
 
    The thirty-two Phantom space fighters—or should I think of them as space bombers—had done well. They’d launched a hundred and sixty Fang space-to-space missiles at the enemy ship killers and destroyed fifty-seven of them. Not a bad ratio. Doris decided it was time to give her missile cruiser an opportunity. 
 
    “Signal Savo Island to engage,” she ordered. 
 
    The Battle-class missile cruiser carried forty launchers with multiple reloads. They fired a modified version of the Fang missiles fighters carried. The shipboard version of the missile added a second stage to extend its range and allow for longer acceleration. But the cruisers weren’t only defensive minded. They also carried Talon anti-ship missiles. 
 
    “Savo launched its first volley,” Brading announced from tactical. “They’re only targeting twenty of the remaining missiles, with two missiles each. I’m talking to them on the private tactical channel, ma’am.” 
 
    “Have them launch another volley as soon as the reload is complete,” Doris ordered. 
 
    Midway’s captain checked the time. Four minutes till the missiles are on us, but we have plenty of time. Savo Island can launch another three volleys, so we dodged this bullet. Captain Pearce leaned forward, watching the tactical display. She was sure the rest of the bridge thought she was watching the inbound missiles. In truth, she was waiting for the next shoe to drop. Doris knew how she would have planned this battle, and the Chinese leaders controlling the so-called pirates were no dummies. There’s another force out there, and it has to be close. They know, or at least they assume, they have an opportunity to hit me hard. But only until I can rearm my fighters. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I’d hoped our first missile strike would be more productive,” Major General Lei Hao said as he watched icons representing Chinese missiles disappear from his display. 
 
    “It would’ve been a bonus, sir,” his chief of staff, Ren Shih, said. “The true purpose of the strike was to force the imperialists to spend their fighter’s missiles in defense of the convoy. It did that. The enemy fighters are returning to the carrier to land and rearm. Even though Midway is a true carrier compared to the Qingdao, it’s an older design and limited in how fast it can cycle its fighters.” 
 
    “It’s true, Your Excellency. Our spy ships have watched them practicing, and it takes ten minutes for them to turn around two sections of fighters,” Colonel Deng Xiao said. “And their fighters are still returning to the carrier. It will be twenty minutes before we see them launch fighters again. The time has come to strike.” 
 
    Lei Hao, commander of Chinese forces in the asteroid belt, nodded, giving his permission to begin phase two of their attack. 
 
    *** 
 
    “And there they are,” Doris said aloud as another forty red icons appeared on the tactical display. 
 
    “They took a little longer than I thought they would, ma’am,” Brading said. “I think the jamming disrupted their timetable.” 
 
    “Send the enemy’s location, course, and speed out to the CAG,” Doris ordered. “Send it via a tight laser channel. He needs to plan his next move.” 
 
    “Should we order the bombers to move into a blocking position?” the tactical officer asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t want to spook them,” Doris responded. “I want them a little closer before we do that. But you can start pulling back the AWACS drones. No reason to leave them out there for the Chinese to pick off. The damn things are too expensive to lose.” 
 
    “I’ll pull them back one hundred miles, ma’am,” the tactical officer said. 
 
    Doris nodded and turned her attention back to the display. 
 
    “What do you think, Walt?” she asked over their private channel. As Midway’s executive officer, Commander Walter Lowe’s battle station was in auxiliary control. If an attack destroyed the main bridge during combat, the XO would assume command and run the ship from there. 
 
    “We already talked about it. This force isn’t going to shoot and scoot,” Walt answered. The XO had already discussed this extensively with his captain. “They’ll bore in close, thinking they won’t be facing any fighters, and launch at optimal distance. I’d even wager that they won’t open fire till our missile cruiser opens up on them.” 
 
    “Well, they have followed the rest of the profile we expected,” Doris said. “We’ll just have to see.” 
 
    Doris closed the channel to the XO and pulled up a display on the viewscreen attached to her command chair. It showed the current tactical situation, but there was another program running on top of it. A yellow triangle marked the calculated position of the CAG’s fighter force. It was only a guess based on preplanned actions the fighter force would perform. 
 
    After the two squadrons had launched, they’d accelerated away from Midway while still hidden by the deployed jammers. Then they’d turned on a course parallel to the convoy and gone into stealth mode. The small fighters were naturally stealthy, but when they shut down their fusion reactors, they became extremely hard to track. True, a powerful enough lidar or radar beam focused in their direction might pick them up, but nothing else would. Not even Midway’s advanced lidar systems. 
 
    “Enemy has just passed into their missile envelope,” the tactical officer announced. 
 
    “Thank you, guns,” Doris responded. “Helm, let’s turn broadside to the enemy and unmask our missile defense batteries.” Doris felt her ship pivot sideways. Even after all her time in space, it still took some getting used to when the ship was facing one direction but sailing in another. 
 
    “Communications, signal bomber squadrons eleven and twelve to assume protective formation at their current location and be prepared to engage enemy missiles,” Doris ordered. 
 
    Doris watched on the main display screen as the line of bombers stopped and formed a protective shield between the incoming pirate fighter force and her carrier. She then glanced at her own display and noted that the calculated position of her fighter force was now fifty miles beyond that of the incoming pirates. 
 
    If he’s where he’s supposed to be, Joe just turned toward the incoming space fighters. 
 
    “It’s time to give these pirates something to think about. Signal the Savo Island to commence firing on the incoming enemy fighters,” Captain Pearce ordered. 
 
    Doris watched as the cruiser’s missiles appeared on the tactical display headed toward the enemy force. She and Captain Dean O’Kennedy had discussed this prior to the battle. To help ensure kills, four missiles targeted each fighter. Savo Island would continue this as fast as they reloaded her tubes. He’d target the next ten space fighters, and so on, until the battle was over. 
 
    “Vampire, vampire, vampire, enemy fighters have fired one missile each,” Lieutenant Commander Brading said. “They’re all targeted on us.” 
 
    Doris felt the tension ratchet up a notch on Midway’s bridge. “Listen up, people. It fits with their plan. If they can take us out, they can take the rest of the force out whenever they want. But we still have cards to play.” 
 
    Doris turned to her tactical officer. “Signal the bomber squadrons to engage the enemy missiles. Comms, signal Savo Island to do the same.” She watched as the tactical officer switched to the fighter control channel and issued the orders as the communications officer called the missile cruiser. 
 
    “Orders issued, ma’am,” they both responded a moment later. 
 
    “They actually did us a favor by staggering their launch. The bombers have more than enough missiles to deal with the salvo,” tactical said. 
 
    “And in a moment, they’re going to be concerned about other things,” Doris said with an evil grin. 
 
    *** 
 
    Joe Spargo flew the lead fighter of Midway’s attack force. With their fusion drives powered down, the thirty-two fighters coasted through space, taking advantage of Isaac Newton’s laws of motion. The pirates had no clue they were out here. At least that’s what I hope, Joe thought, and Midway doesn’t know either. 
 
    Thanks to the AWACS drone, Midway’s CAG knew exactly where he was. The reconnaissance probe was beaming its data across the entire area and each of his fighters was using it to update their own tactical computers. 
 
    Now for the trickiest part of the mission. The fighter force had flown past the enemy attackers, and it was time to turn and begin the fight. Joe hoped they could do that without being detected, but thirty-two fighters using maneuvering thrusters all at once might get the enemy’s attention. 
 
    We’ll still surprise them, even if they detect us now. The only thing it might affect is whether we get them all. 
 
    The pirate fighters were only fifty miles distant, well within the envelope of the Fang missiles each Spacehawk space fighter carried. Even if they detected his force, Joe was certain they’d bag most of the pirates with their first missile launch. Using the command combat computer his fighter carried, he designated a single target to each of his attack forces space fighter. Each Spacehawk would launch two missiles at that target and then kick in their fusion torch drives to close with the enemy. 
 
    “Execute turn,” Midway’s CAG ordered over the secure laser communications link. Joe executed his own turn and watched his tactical display as the entire force turned as one toward the enemy. 
 
    Joe anxiously watched the pirates for indications they had detected his force. Seeing none, he eased his finger off the firing trigger of his control stick. We’ll wait and get a little closer. Joe watched as the range slowly wound down. His fighter force was now flying to catch up to the pirate force and the overtake speed wasn’t as high as he would have wished. Ten minutes and we’ll be at twenty-five miles, and launch. 
 
    Joe knew he was being greedy, but he wanted all the bastards. He also knew he was taking a chance. The pirate force had already launched forty missiles against the escort force. They did that as his fighters turned to close on them. Yes, he was taking a risk in waiting, but it was a calculated one. Joe was confident the two bomber squadrons could handle the incoming missiles. They just had to coast the last few miles and then launch. 
 
    *** 
 
    “They shouldn’t be able to do that,” Senior Colonel Ren Shih said as the space fighters protecting the American escorts fired at the pirate missiles. Two missiles targeted each of the thirty-two ship killers. The chief of staff of the Chinese force turned and stared at his fleet’s fighter commander. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” Colonel Deng Xiao said. “Based on our intelligence, they should only have a handful of missiles left in that force. The enemy’s Spacehawk fighters can only carry four missiles.” 
 
    “Obviously, they’ve figured out a way to carry more of them,” Major General Lei Hao said. 
 
    “Unless …” Deng Xiao started to say. 
 
    “Unless what?” the general asked testily. 
 
    “Unless those are Phantoms,” the fighter commander finished his statement. 
 
    “They’re using bombers to protect their force?” the chief of staff asked incredulously. 
 
    “Sir, with respect, for the last five years the Americans have only used them as bombers, but they originally designed them as fighters. Fighters that could carry a lot of missiles.” 
 
    “But if those are their bombers, why haven’t they launched their fighters?” the chief of staff pressed. 
 
    Before Colonel Deng Xiao could answer, sixty-four enemy missiles appeared on their display, targeted at their fighter force. Then the thirty-two fighters who’d fired them appeared. 
 
    *** 
 
    Joe Spargo watched his force’s missile strike hammer the pirate space fighters and a wicked grin erupted across his face. Serves the bastards right. The initial volley had destroyed all thirty-two of the targeted fighters. 
 
    “Squadron twelve actual,” Joe called to the commander of VF-12, “assign two of your sections to engage the last eight fighters.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of them,” Major Mary Ferguson responded. “What are the rest of you going to do?” 
 
    “I don’t think there’ll be another group, Mary, but just in case, I want you to hold your squadron here,” Joe informed the other squadron leader. “I think I’ll take VF-11 on a brief trip into the asteroid belt.” 
 
    “You’re going to backtrack the first group?” Mary asked. “And what will you do if you find something to do? You’ll only have a single squadron with half its missiles.” 
 
    “I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.” 
 
    Joe switched radio channels to talk to his own squadron. “VF-11, form on me. We are going sightseeing.” 
 
    When all his pilots acknowledged, Joe put his fighter in a tight turn, settling on the same course the first groups of pirates had taken out of the system. 
 
    *** 
 
    The three Chinese commanders stared at their tactical display in silence. What had started as such a promising day had turned into ruin for all of them. 
 
    Colonel Deng Xiao remembered his general’s vow. The asshole isn’t going down alone. And someone will surely go down for this. 
 
    “Your Excellency,” a junior officer broke the silence. “A single squadron of enemy fighters has turned and is entering the main asteroid belt. They’re following the course the first strike force took when they withdrew.” 
 
    “Which will lead them straight back to us,” Senior Colonel Ren Shih said. The general’s chief of staff gave Deng Xiao an I told you so look. He’d suggested that the first strike take an evasive course back to the carrier, but the fighter commander insisted it wouldn’t be necessary since they’d destroy or severely damage the American carrier and its escorts. Colonel Deng Xiao had argued that quickly rearming the first strike was more important so that it could finish the convoy. 
 
    “Order Qingdao’s captain to take us deeper into the belt at maximum speed,” General Lei Hao ordered. 
 
    “But we’re still recovering fighters,” Deng Xiao blurted out. That earned him a withering look from the other two senior officers. 
 
    “We can replace fighters, not this carrier,” Lei Hao said. To the general, it was an obvious choice. Protect the major asset. Any future operation against the Americans was going to depend upon this carrier. Besides, replacing pilots was as easy as replacing fighters. 
 
    “Once we are sure of our safety, we’ll return to Europa Station and evaluate what we do next,” Lei Hao continued. “For the time being, we will cede control of the asteroid belt to the imperialists. But only for the time being.” 
 
    “It will be as you order, General,” the chief of staff said, and began issuing orders to the command center operators. 
 
    You’ve won this round, but you won’t win the next, Lei Hao vowed to himself. 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12. Accepting Reality 
 
    Admiral Arnold Buckner reached the entrance of his boss’s conference room. He was the second-highest-ranking officer in the US Space Force, answering only to Admiral Bruce McNair, its commander. 
 
    The news of task force Midway’s victory in the asteroid belt was less than an hour old when Space Force’s commander called for a meeting of his senior commanders. Ostentatiously, the meeting was to discuss next steps. Buckner suspected it was for Admiral McNair to take a victory lap. 
 
    As Arnold stepped through the hatch, he could feel the enthusiasm of the assembled officers wash over him. Am I the only one who understands the implications of this battle? He did a quick scan of the room and his eyes settled on the grim face of Commodore Nancy O’Shaughnessy. She understands, Arnold thought. I’d expect the head of intelligence to understand the implications of what happened. 
 
    “Good, Admiral Buckner is finally here, so we can finally begin.” McNair said. 
 
    As Arnold slid into his seat directly across the conference table from Space Force’s commander, he wondered if that had been a rebuke. If so, he didn’t really care. He was the only officer present who didn’t have offices aboard Armstrong Station. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. There was a suite of offices assigned to him, but he didn’t use them. As commander of the US Space Fleet, he flew his flag aboard the space carrier Wasp, and commanded the fleet from there. 
 
    “Now, now, Arnold. Why the glum face?” McNair cajoled the fleet commander. “One would think that you and Nancy ate the same bad breakfast. We should revel in our victory and discuss how we can take advantage of it.” 
 
    Arnold leaned back in the conference chair and regarded Admiral McNair. The two men couldn’t be more unalike. While both men had started their military careers in the United States Navy, they’d traveled different paths to achieve the four stars that each wore. 
 
    The US Space Force was still a young service. Established at the end of 2019 to control the infrastructure of the US military in space, it handled the launch of all military satellites and the monitoring of activity in near-Earth space. When established, its most important responsibility was the operation of the early missile warning system, which protected the United States from ICBM attacks. They took most of the responsibilities it assumed from the US Air Force. Initially, everyone in Space Force had been Air Force officers and men who transferred into the service. 
 
    After World War III, Space Forces duties and organization changed. In response to the Chinese deployment of armed warships in Earth orbit, the United States and its Western allies conducted a crash building program to catch up. As it deployed those initial warships, leadership realized the officers in Space Force, essentially former Air Force officers, didn’t have the skills to command warships in space. They quickly staffed the newly built ships with US Navy personnel. Within a few years, former Navy officers outnumbered Air Force ones, and the organization of Space Force switched to one similar to the United States Navy. Control of Space Force activities that related to ground activities, for example, early missile warning and ground-based radars, reverted to the US Air Force. Space Force would solely focus on space military activities. 
 
    As Space Force developed its first space fighters, combat pilots from all the services transferred in. Commander Arnold Buckner had been in the first group of those pilots. Initially he flew X-37C StarFire. They adapted America’s first space fighter from the Space Force’s robotic X-37B orbital test vehicle. The OTV was essentially a miniature version of the old space shuttle. Launched into space with an external fuel tank and solid rocket boosters, they armed it with AMRAAM 120, the United States’ most advanced air-to-air missile, adapted for space use. It was a crude system. But with no established bases in space, any space fighter had to be launched from the ground. 
 
    Commander Buckner rose through the ranks, advancing from commanding a squadron to commanding an air group. Promoted to captain, then commodore, he commanded the carrier Midway before being promoted to rear admiral. From there, he continued up the fleet hierarchy. Speculation around the fleet was that he would be the next Space Force commander when Admiral McNair stepped down. Being one of the most politically incorrect officers in Space Force or, come to think of it, in the US military, Arnold doubted that would happen. The politicians in Washington liked force commanders who toed the party line. Right now, that line was that all the activity in the belt was pirates and that the Chinese were our partners in exploring the solar system. 
 
    Arnold looked across the table at his boss. While he like to think of himself as a warrior, he considered McNair a bureaucrat. McNair had been a Navy rear admiral before manipulating the system and transferring into the Space Force. While in the Navy, he got all the required punches on his promotion ticket in the least painful manner. In the US Navy, one didn’t become a rear admiral unless he commanded an aircraft carrier or a major surface ship, and McNair had met that requirement. He commanded the USS Gerald R. Ford for two years, but for most of that time, the carrier had been in the shipyard. After reaching flag rank, and transferring into Space Force, he deftly moved through Space Force’s bureaucracy until finally being appointed as Space Force commander. In over forty years of service, McNair had never been in a combat zone. 
 
    “What are we going to take advantage of?” Arnold asked rhetorically. “And you celebrate like this was some glorious victory. All we did was kill a few space fighters.” 
 
    “And after the debacle of the Mobile Bay attack, we should celebrate it,” McNair insisted. “The fleet and the civilian population need the boost in morale.” 
 
    “And let’s not forget our political masters,” Arnold said sarcastically. The fleet commander turned and looked at Nancy O’Shaughnessy. “Nancy, based on your expression, I sense you feel the same way about this that I do.” 
 
    Space Force’s intelligence expert nodded. “Between the attack on the Mobile Bay and this one, I see troubling indications that the pirates are going on the offensive. And can we please drop the pretense of calling them pirates? We all know they’re Chinese.” 
 
    O’Shaughnessy’s last statement earned a sharp glance from Admiral McNair. They’d all been briefed by political experts to stay quiet on that subject. After years of ignoring China’s buildup in space, the United States and its Western allies were now behind the eight ball. The politicians did not want the public to know that. More importantly, they didn’t want to do anything to provoke China into action. Arnold Buckner considered it the worst form of appeasement. 
 
    “Nancy is right. The pirates are now specifically targeting our warships. Even worse, I think the attack on the Mobile Bay had an ulterior motive. The Chinese goaded us into sending a space carrier out so that the so-called pirates could take it out,” Arnold said. 
 
    “That’s nonsense,” Commodore Joy Drake, McNair’s chief of staff, said stiffly. 
 
    “Is it, Joy?” Arnold shot right back. “I haven’t seen the official after action report, but I bet it says that we’d have suffered heavy losses even if the idiot in charge had done everything correctly.” Arnold could see that statement struck a nerve, because of the sharp looks exchanged between several members of the staff. The who leaked that to him kind of look. 
 
    “And why would the Chinese lure one of our carriers out to Saturn?” McNair asked. 
 
    “Bruce,” Arnold said, almost in exasperation. “We discussed this after the missile cruiser incident. With the launch of the fourth Chinese carrier, we’re now hard-pressed to defend this station and the space above the United States and our allies. If they could force us to send one of our three fleet carriers out there, that would change to almost impossible. China would have had a significant military advantage in the space surrounding Earth.” 
 
    “I believe we surprised them by sending the Midway out there,” Nancy added to the argument. “I’m sure our Chinese friends believed she was already out of service.” 
 
    “And technically she was,” Rear Admiral Scott Murphy said. “There wasn’t any crew left on board and the space dock had already begun stripping some of her equipment. As old as Midway is, though, she didn’t have a lot we could use in new construction. So, she was still mostly intact.” 
 
    “If the two of you are to be believed, we are on the brink of war,” McNair said, pointing at O’Shaughnessy and Buckner. “And based on the intelligence reports I received from you, Nancy, I don’t see it. We see no indications they’re mobilizing for war.” 
 
    “And we didn’t see them launching that fourth carrier, either,” Nancy responded. “One thing you learn to do in intelligence is to think like your enemy. China doesn’t wage war the way the rest of us do. They play the long game, and that makes them extraordinarily dangerous, because when they do move, it will be with overwhelming strength and a certainty of victory.” 
 
    “What did they say, Nancy? Know thine enemy,” Arnold said. “Truthfully, that’s what scares me the most. Proof of that is when they reconquered Taiwan right after World War III. They were patient, prepared for years, and when the opportunity presented itself, they struck.” 
 
    Arnold noted the looks around the conference table had changed drastically since he walked in. They’d gone from elation at the victory, to consternation at his accusations, to concern over what might be actually happening. 
 
    “I’ll go so far as to make this prediction. If we operationally lose a carrier, for whatever reason, the Chinese will strike. They’ll take advantage of the opportunity,” Arnold said. 
 
    The Space Fleet commander slid his notes back into his briefcase and rose from his seat. “If there’s not anything else to discuss, I need to get back to my flagship,” Arnold said. 
 
    Admiral Bruce McNair said nothing, and Arnold turned to leave. 
 
    “Might I walk with you, Admiral Buckner?” Nancy O’Shaughnessy asked. 
 
    At his nod, she scooped up her own papers and didn’t even bother acknowledging the Space Force commander as she followed Arnold out the door. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nancy heard Admiral Buckner muttering to himself as she caught up to him in the passageway outside the conference room. 
 
    “You realize you just killed any chance you had of becoming the next Space Force commander,” Nancy said to the man as she finally pulled even with him. “If McNair doesn’t report to the president about your comments, one of the other toadies in the room will.” 
 
    Arnold grunted at the comment. “Like that will do us any good now. Even if my fairy godmother waved her magic wand and poof, I was now in charge, it would take at least two years to fix this mess.” 
 
    Arnold stopped and Nancy turned to face him. “You didn’t make any friends in there, either.” 
 
    “Why do you think I’m still only a commodore?” the head of Space Force Intelligence responded. “I have this bad habit of telling the truth, and the higher-ups most times don’t want to hear it because the truth doesn’t mesh with the fantasy they live in. Everyone knows the Chinese are behind the pirates and everything else that’s happening out in the asteroid belt. I have to admit, though, I never considered this as a long-term plot. I only thought their plan was to disrupt our fuel supplies.” 
 
    “Neither did I until the attack on the Mobile Bay,” Arnold responded. “But when my analyst reviewed all the data from that battle, it became obvious the pirates were attacking the escorts. When you think about it, it all makes sense.” 
 
    “How so?” Nancy said, the two walking down the corridor again. 
 
    “Ten years ago, when the pirates first became an issue, we deployed the Midway out there to deal with them,” Arnold said. “After a few initial successes, the pirates pulled in their horns and laid low. The Chinese knew we couldn’t keep the Midway out there and only had to bide their time until she returned to Earth. Then the raids started again.” 
 
    “And we changed our strategy and started forming convoys and assigned escorts to protect them as they passed through the belt,” Nancy said. 
 
    Arnold nodded. “And that worked and prevented losses till recently. But it had a price. We had to station ships out there to do it. That thinned the forces we could deploy to protect Earth.” 
 
    “And then they escalated and began attacking the escorts,” Nancy mused. “Why do you think they took so long to escalate?” 
 
    “Best guess, they didn’t have the forces or the infrastructure to do it. I commanded the Midway during one of the many expeditions we sent into the asteroid belt looking for a pirate base. None were successful. It takes a lot of infrastructure to support fighter activities. I know. I was a fighter pilot and a carrier commander. The fighters need maintenance and fuel and armament. The pilots of those fighters need somewhere to eat and sleep. But we never could find a base.” 
 
    It suddenly dawned on the intelligence officer. “Because they never fielded a sizable force.” 
 
    “Exactly. In the early days, we never saw more than a squadron, maybe a squadron and a half of pirate fighters. You could support that from a tiny mobile base. Especially if it was portable, say a tiny space station you used space tugs to move around. You need to do that anyway because Saturn, Earth, and the asteroids move around the sun and the path the tankers take through the asteroid belt constantly moves.” 
 
    “The Chinese have many mining colonies in the asteroid belt they could’ve used as a cover for that. They could’ve been hiding their small fighter base in plain sight,” Nancy observed. 
 
    “And probably were. Your own reports have noted how certain space stations that support the Chinese mining efforts constantly move around the belt.” 
 
    “So what changed the equation that allowed them to deploy more fighters?” 
 
    “My gut tells me they have to have another carrier. Something they recently built out in the Jupiter system. We know they’re building tankers and freighters out there. And we’ve always known but couldn’t prove that they were building space fighters out there. Why not a carrier? Oh, I’m sure it wouldn’t look like a typical carrier. More likely, they’ve modified a tanker to be one. The United States Navy did the same thing during World War II. There weren’t enough carriers available early in the war, so they converted warships already under construction into carriers.” 
 
    “So, what’s their next move? And when do you think they’ll make it?” 
 
    “Next move? I have no fricken clue. No one knows what their capabilities are out there in the Jupiter system. I am certain that’s where the next attack will come from. As to when? That’s easy. They’ll do it before we can launch our next space carrier because that shifts the power balance back in our favor.” 
 
    “So, a year and a half?” 
 
    “More likely two. A carrier right out of the docks is a long way from being ready to fight.” 
 
    “So we have two years to get ourselves ready for what’s next.” 
 
    Arnold stopped short. “I just realized I said something unintentionally prophetic back there in the conference room.” At his friend’s raised eyebrow, Arnold continued. “The Chinese won’t attack until they’re ready, and they won’t be ready until they have overwhelming superiority. I made the comment about what would happen if we operationally lost one of our current carriers.” 
 
    “You’re talking sabotage?” 
 
    Arnold shrugged. “Why not? The Chinese have always been good at it. It doesn’t even need to be anything catastrophic. It can be something subtle. Just something that will keep a carrier from conducting flight operations. I can think of four or five carrier systems that, if damaged, would accomplish that.” 
 
    “Should we speak to McNair about that?” 
 
    “I don’t think it would do any good, but, yes, we need to discuss it with him. But as far in advance as the Chinese plan, I’m sure they already have agents aboard all our major warships. After all, there are a lot of Chinese Americans in the service. Not to mention our Korean and Japanese allies. I personally can’t tell the difference between a Chinese and Korean.” 
 
    “I’ll draft a memo and send it to him. At the same time, I’ll light a fire under my counterespionage people.” 
 
    “I hope I’m wrong about all of this.” 
 
    “But you really don’t think you are. And I don’t think you are, either.” 
 
    “One thing’s for sure. We’ll know the next shoe is about to drop if something happens to a space carrier.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 13. A New Toy 
 
    Vicki was bone-tired as she crawled out of her experimental Wraith space fighter. After three days in space, she’d finally returned to Lovell Space Station at Earth’s Lagrange Point 4. After opening her cockpit and unstrapping, she floated out of the sardine can that had been her home. Vicki didn’t envy the spacers who were going to have to clean the cockpit. She knew the smell was abhorrent. 
 
    The engineers and technicians who had been working on the experimental fighter tired of calling it “the test fighter” and had named it Wraith. It had started life as a Phantom space fighter originally developed twenty years previous. The Phantom had failed as a space fighter because of its lack of acceleration and poor maneuverability. To put it simply, it sucked in a dogfight. But the fleet had held onto them and turned them into bombers. 
 
    The only thing the Wraith and the Phantom had in common was their airframe. Since the latter was only in limited service, there were several hundred fighters sitting as reserve stocks and Norman Stecker had gotten his hands on twenty of them to experiment on. The technicians had stripped the frame bare till it was only a shell. They then reinforced the frame and began installing new systems. 
 
    The Wraith was going to be a special fighter. The designers never intended for it to be a frontline space fighter, dogfighting with Chinese or pirate fighters. It would be a long-range strike fighter, capable of flying long distances and delivering anti-ship missiles. They removed most of the Phantom’s original internal bomb bay and filled the reclaimed space with additional life support and propulsion equipment. Enough space remained for two internal missiles. This was a significant reduction from the eight missiles the Phantom originally carried. Engineers installed hard points to mount exterior pylons, which allowed additional missiles to be mounted to the long cylindrical body of the fighter. 
 
    The result was a fighter with a six-day endurance capable of carrying precision weapons deep into enemy territory. There was a reason the designer chose six days. That was how long it took to fly from Earth to Jupiter and then return. That allowed the Wraith to attack the Chinese bases in orbit around the Jupiter moon Europa. 
 
    The flight Vicki had just completed was the next step in testing, and it had gone well. Using the fighter’s dual drives, she’d reached a speed of 0.25c. The Wraith carried a plasma torch drive, the principal drive of most space fighters, but only used it for an initial burn. Once the fighter got moving, it switched to its ion drive to provide a lower, but more constant and fuel-efficient thrust. 
 
    Improvements in fusion power plants enabled the fighter’s ion drive to produce two gravities of thrust. Compared to the fusion torch engine, whose thrust was ten gravities, it seemed minuscule, but it used significantly less fuel. The ion drive was useless in space combat but was the perfect engine for long-duration flights. It was the combination of the two drives that made the space fighter a practical weapon. 
 
    “I see you return no worse for wear,” Captain Norman Stecker greeted his test pilot and lover, though the latter was a well-kept secret. 
 
    Vicki held up both hands in a stop gesture. “You don’t want to get anywhere close to me until after I shower. I feel sorry for the ground crew cleaning out the cockpit. They may have to take a fire hose to it to get the stink out. The body fluid recovery system stopped working six hours into the flight.” 
 
    Norm nodded, already knowing that. Hell, everyone in the program knew it since Vicki had complained constantly about it during the entire test flight. 
 
    “We’ll get it figured out. I had people working on it as soon as it stopped working. You won’t go out on another long-range mission till we know it works right.” 
 
    Vicki glanced around and noticed that they were in a secluded spot. “Hold your nose.” 
 
    “What?” Norman said. Before he could say anything else, Vicki gave him a quick kiss, then moved on toward the locker rooms and the much-needed shower. 
 
    “I’ll see you in the cafeteria in two hours,” Vicki called over her shoulder as she left. 
 
    *** 
 
    It wasn’t two hours; it was closer to three before Vicki made it to the cafeteria. She saw Norman and waved. Then saw that there was another person sitting at the table and frowned. I was hoping to have Norm all to myself. At the very least, I would’ve liked to have played footsie under the table with him. 
 
    Vicki knew the man with Norm. Mike Babcock. Of course it would be him. Not only do I have to share Norman with someone else while we eat, I have to share him with someone I don’t get along with. But it makes sense that he’s talking to Norman. He’s probably already done a preliminary review of the flight data and wanted to share it. 
 
    Victoria patted Norman on his shoulder as she walked behind him to her seat and nodded at Mike. “Since you’re here, I’m guessing you’ve glanced at the data already?” 
 
    The taciturn engineer grunted. “Just a quick skim through; the rest of the team is poring over it now. I came into the cafeteria to grab a quick bite and saw Captain Stecker and shared my initial impressions. Since you were going to join him, he suggested I wait until both of you were together.” The irritating engineer looked at his watch. “Of course, that was an hour ago.” 
 
    Fricken asshole. “Three days is a long time to be sealed in a cockpit, Mike,” Victoria responded to the dig. “It took a little longer than I expected to recover from that. In fact, while I was soaking in the tub, I discovered”—Victoria held up her phone—“that back in the early spaceflight days, Gemini and Apollo astronauts took way longer than a couple of hours to get over extended space trips.” 
 
    “Some of those missions were up to fourteen days,” Babcock responded. “I’m familiar with them.” 
 
    “And at least for the Apollo missions, they had a waste disposal system that worked and didn’t have to sit in their own shit for three days,” Victoria responded, deciding she wouldn’t give an inch. 
 
    “All right, that’s enough out of both of you,” Norm said to both Mike and Vicki. “Mike, you stated you had preliminary data you wanted to share. Now’s the time to share it.” 
 
    “One thing jumped out at me,” Mike began. “I’m sure there’ll be more once we dig deep into the data, but because of Victoria’s unique physical attributes, she used less life support than we expected.” 
 
    That got Norman’s attention. “How much less?” 
 
    “We designed the life-support system from data collected from Vicki’s simulator tests,” the engineer explained. “Now we all know there’s an enormous difference between simulation and real-life tests. Normally, simulation results are better than the actual test, but this time, it was different. In the simulation, Victoria used a third less life support than a normal, average-sized pilot. In real life it was closer to 40 percent less.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Victoria said. “For most of the test, I was bored to death. I didn’t have to exert myself physically or mentally. I actually went into a virtual reality mode I created for just this circumstance.” 
 
    Vicki’s statement about a virtual reality module surprised the engineer. “I did note, when I looked at the data, that once you started the ion engine, your heart rate, brain patterns, hell, basically everything physical that we measure all showed low activity.” 
 
    Norman looked at his friend and secret lover. They had discussed this before. “So, where were you, Vicki?” 
 
    “I was lying on the beach in Hawaii, just soaking up the sun,” she responded. 
 
    “Does your implant help with that?” the engineer asked. As the designer of the new long-range strike fighter, they had briefed Mike Babcock on Victoria’s special attributes, including her neural interface. 
 
    “We’d have to ask Doc to be sure, but I think so,” Vicki responded. “I know it’s way more realistic than any other VR program I’ve ever used, probably because it’s hardwired into my head.” 
 
    Norman saw the confused look on the engineer’s face and knew he had to elaborate. “When we were trying to link to a space fighter to help control it, Doctor Forrester created a virtual reality program and loaded it into the neural link. It didn’t work in helping to control the fighter, but obviously Doc never pulled the program out.” 
 
    Victoria gave the two men a big smile. “I was poking around in the neural interface just seeing what it could do when I stumbled onto the VR program. It surprised me Doc hadn’t deleted it, but since it was there, I had Doctor Forrester download several simulations into them that would allow me to relax during long flights. Obviously that works.” 
 
    “Will the implants Doctor Forrester’s developed for prosthetics run the VR program?” Mike asked. 
 
    “You would need to ask him,” Victoria said with a shrug. “I know that design is less capable.” 
 
    “It would be helpful if the other special pilots you’re training would have the same ability,” Mike said. 
 
    Both Vicki and Norman gave the engineer a sharp look. They hadn’t cleared Mike Babcock for that part of the program. Hell, nobody outside of the Forrester Institute was supposed to know about that program. 
 
    Babcock noticed the look both Space Force officers gave him. “You don’t have a leak. Admiral Owens read me into the program.” Rear Admiral Jeremy Owens was the head of Space Force research and development, and Captain Norman Stecker’s boss. 
 
    Damn him. We don’t even know if this will work, and Owens is blabbing it around, Norm thought 
 
    “Like Vicki said, we’ll have to get Doctor Forrester to answer that question,” Norman said. “And since Admiral Owens obviously wants to expand this to include those pilots, we should get him involved.” 
 
    “It’s the reason I brought it up,” Babcock admitted. “I’d like his help in evaluating the life-support systems of the Wraith.” 
 
    “Unless it’s already been done, I’ll get him cleared for that part of the project and have him fly up here,” Norman informed the engineer. 
 
    “I haven’t made any arrangements for that or even asked the admiral. I wanted to talk to the both of you about it first,” Babcock said. 
 
    “With the way Space Force treated him after my crash, it would probably be better if I reached out to him about this,” Victoria said. 
 
    “Okay, Victoria, you talk to Doctor Forrester and see if he’s agreeable to come up and look over the new fighter, and I’ll talk to Admiral Owens,” Norman said. 
 
    The Space Force Captain then looked at the engineer. “If there is nothing else, Mr. Babcock, Victoria and I would like to have lunch.” It was a not-so-subtle dismissal which the engineer understood. 
 
    “I need to get back to my team and see what else they’ve discovered in the data,” Mike said. “As soon as I feel comfortable doing it, I’ll schedule an initial briefing and go over what we’ve learned.” 
 
    The two Space Force officers nodded their understanding and the irritating engineer got up and left. 
 
    “God, I hate that asshole,” Vicki mumbled around a mouthful of the hamburger she’d just bitten into. 
 
    Norman tried to be patient and let Victoria finish eating. That lasted all of five minutes and then he couldn’t hold off any longer. “So, what do you think of the bird?” 
 
    “She’ll do,” Victoria said after swallowing the french fries in her mouth. “If we want to cause any serious damage, though, we’ll have to send at least a squadron.” 
 
    Norm nodded at that conclusion. Providing enough fuel for both engines and life support to sustain the pilot for six days in space didn’t leave much room for ordinance. 
 
    “If we attach an external hydrogen tank for the fusion drive, and an external oxygen tank for life support, we can make the trip easily. The pilot would use up the external supplies and then jettison the tanks so the fighter would be as stealthy as possible as it approaches Europa.” 
 
    “And then streak in and launch missiles.” Norm said. 
 
    “I was thinking about that,” Vicki said. “We always plan to accelerate for the first half of the trip, and then decelerate to launch the attack.” 
 
    Norman nodded he was following the conversation, and Vicki continued. “What if we didn’t slow down? What if we just kept accelerating?” 
 
    “That could make targeting very difficult,” Norman observed. 
 
    “Would it?” Vicki asked rhetorically, then answered her own question. “They designed the combat computers we are using for missile solutions of fighters going 0.2c. If a space fighter is traveling at 0.3c, but its target is in orbit, the computer should easily handle the targeting solution.” 
 
    “And if not, we could always use the fire it into the basket approach and let the missiles’ own sensors find and destroy the target,” Norman said. In the early days of anti-ship missiles, it was a common practice to fire the long-range missiles into a target box where another aircraft or even satellite could assign targets to the missiles. They would turn on the missiles’ own targeting systems and allow them to search for targets once they were in the box. 
 
    “Like I said, if we go in fast, there’ll be less chance they pick us up or, if they do, be able to do anything about it. Remember, the missiles we shoot will go just a smidge faster than we are. The Chinese will definitely have a hard time intercepting an incoming missile traveling at 0.3c.” Victoria elaborated. “Even if the higher speed causes more misses, limiting the enemy’s ability to knock them down will make up for it.” 
 
    “Not to mention going that fast, the kinetic energy alone will do significant damage,” Norman added. “Dinner tonight?” 
 
    Victoria gave her secret lover a raised eyebrow. “And?” 
 
    “And I’m sure we can figure out some other things to do afterward.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14. Discovered 
 
    Victoria’s eyes popped open at the loud banging. She found herself sprawled naked on top of Norman. Victoria’s head lay on the man’s chest, and she had obviously fallen asleep that way. Their lovemaking had been both quick and passionate. 
 
    I was obviously more tired than I thought, Vicki realized as she looked at the clock on the nightstand and saw that it was only 2200. Vicki seemed to recall that the two lovers had entered her apartment at 2100. 
 
    The pounding started again, and Vicki realized someone was at the door to her sleeping quarters. She nudged the snoring form of Norman Stecker. “Wake up!” she said with a certain amount of intensity. “Someone’s pounding on my door.” 
 
    Norman’s eyes flew open. “Shit,” was his simple one-word response. 
 
    “Just a moment. You woke me up,” Vicki called to whoever was pounding on the door. 
 
    The two lovers scrambled around the room, retrieving their clothes and donning them. We’re in trouble, Vicki thought. Whoever’s out there will know what we were doing. One look at how disheveled we are will tell them that. And then, there’s the smell of sex. 
 
    Then Victoria glanced at Norman, who’d taken a seat at the small table in the living room section of her stateroom. He nodded and pointed toward the door. Victoria opened the hatch and found herself staring at a Marine Corporal. 
 
    “Admiral Buckner’s compliments, ma’am,” the Marine said with no pretense of a greeting. “The admiral wishes you and Captain Stecker to meet with him as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Thank you for the message, Corporal,” Vicki responded. “Please inform the admiral that Captain Stecker and I were discussing the modifications to the new fighter, and we’ll attend to him at our earliest convenience.” 
 
    When the Marine simply stood there and looked at her, Vicki knew her worst fears were about to be realized. 
 
    “I believe the admiral wishes you to accompany me to his quarters,” the Corporal said. 
 
    Shit. “Give us a moment,” Vicki said, and closed the hatch. 
 
    “My father wants to see both of us,” she said to Norm after turning to face him. Victoria could tell by the look in his eyes that he was thinking the same thing she was. “And wants to see us NOW.” 
 
    Norman Stecker had been in Space Force for a long time, nearly twenty years. One thing you learn early on is that you don’t keep admirals waiting. 
 
    “The cat’s out of the bag, my love,” Stecker responded. “Your father sent that Marine to your stateroom, knowing we were both in here. He knows.” 
 
    The two officers straightened their uniforms as best they could, then exited the apartment. After walking through a good bit of the space station, the two found themselves in Admiral Buckner’s sitting room, facing a furious man. 
 
    “I’m disappointed in you, Norman,” Arnold Buckner said. “I thought you had more sense. On the other hand, I’m not surprised by your actions, Victoria. You’ve always let your hormones overwhelm your common sense.” 
 
    Admiral Buckner threw a thick folder on the coffee table that separated his chair from the ones Victoria and Norman sat on. “Do you know what that is?” the admiral asked rhetorically. “It’s an Inspector General’s investigation about the conduct of two Space Force officers involved in an inappropriate relationship.” 
 
    Shit, both Vicki and Norm thought. 
 
    Silence enveloped the room as the two lovers contemplated what was about to happen. 
 
    “The fault is mine, Admiral,” Norman said. “I knew, I know, what the rules are. I encouraged the relationship to happen, even though I knew it was against regulations. Victoria bears no responsibility for this.” 
 
    “So you bashed her over the head and took her,” Arnold chuckled. “Based on my daughter’s past, I find that very difficult to accept.” 
 
    “I love her, Admiral. I always have, and always will,” Norm said, and looked at Victoria. “If it will save Victoria’s career, I’ll resign.” 
 
    Arnold Buckner leaned back in his chair. He’d read the report and knew that this wasn’t a torrid affair between lust-filled participants. Arnold was also sure that Norman Stecker was sincerely in love with Victoria. 
 
    “Fortunately for both of you, I don’t think you’ll have to do that, Norm,” Admiral Buckner said. “The Inspector General is an old friend of mine. In fact, we were roommates at the Academy for two years.” 
 
    That statement surprised both Victoria and Norman. Everyone in Space Force knew the Inspector General was a gold-plated son of a bitch. A man without humor, and with no friends. He was the perfect officer to be an Inspector General. 
 
    “Oh yes, the hard-ass and I are actually friends,” Arnold continued. “Sometimes you have to accept someone as a friend even with all the warts that they have, and George Connolly has a ton of both. When Admiral Connolly learned of your indiscretions and began his investigation, Norman, he didn’t know who the female partner was. He didn’t discover that until the investigation was nearly complete and he saw the preliminary report. As a favor to me, he buried it, but he sent me the information so I could deal with it.” 
 
    “And how will you deal with it, Dad?” Victoria asked. “I love Norman as much as he loves me. I’d like to think I love him more.” 
 
    Arnold Buckner sat back in his chair and looked at his daughter. She’d finally become the officer he’d always wanted her to be. Not the hotshot pilot with hormone issues, but a professional officer and commander. Norman Stecker had a lot to do with that, and he wasn’t going to punish the man because of the relationship that had helped in that transformation. 
 
    “At this point, only a few trusted individuals know of this relationship. We need to keep it that way for the time being,” Arnold informed the two. “But, since you both obviously love each other, it’s unfair to ask you to give that up. So, we have to make it legal. Professionally, we have to separate the two of you. Norman, I’m going to have you transferred to another assignment.” 
 
    “Admiral, no disrespect intended, but I’m not in your chain of command. You don’t have the authority to transfer me,” Norman said. The Space Force captain expected the four-star admiral to explode at the comment. It surprised him when Admiral Buckner chuckled. 
 
    “I am a four-star admiral,” Arnold said with a laugh. “It’s already been arranged. All I had to do was have an aide make my wishes known to Admiral Owens. Of course, I did it in the most subtle of ways. One of my aides saw one of his aides in the club and mentioned that he’d heard me remark that an officer of your flying experience should be in charge of training the special squadron.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that solves the problem, Dad. I’m part of the special squadron,” Victoria said. 
 
    Arnold Buckner handed his daughter a manila folder. “Those are orders detaching you from the special training squadron to the Wraith fighter research program. It not only assigns you to the now-official program but puts you in charge of it.” 
 
    “This isn’t a long-term solution though, Admiral,” Norman said. “Eventually Vicki will have to return to the squadron.” 
 
    Arnold nodded. “Yes, she will, but that’s not going to happen until we get a complete design for the Wraith space fighter and you finish training the pilots that will fly them. When that happens, we’ll dissolve the training squadron and assign you to my staff.” 
 
    The two lovers looked at each other. The solution wasn’t ideal, but it was better than one or both of them being kicked out of the Space Force. 
 
    “What if we were married?” Norman asked. The question elicited a gasp from Victoria and a grin from the admiral. 
 
    “It wouldn’t change the assignments, Norm,” Arnold said. “Even if you’re married to each other, she can’t work for you. Now I will say,” the admiral continued, “it will make the two of you living together more acceptable to Space Force as a whole.” 
 
    Norman looked at the love of his life. “What do you think, hon? I know I’m tired of sneaking around, and since it’s out in the open …” Norm trailed off. 
 
    “Since it’s out in the open, we should take advantage of it,” Victoria finished the sentence. “I don’t want to waste a moment without you, and being married will help with that.” Victoria looked at her father. God, our relationship has changed so much over the last two years. “That is, if we have your permission?” 
 
    “My permission as your father, or my permission as a senior fleet officer?” Arnold asked with a smile. 
 
    “Both. Either. I don’t really care, Dad,” Victoria responded. 
 
    “Of course you have my permission, my blessing, and my desire that you spend a long time with each other,” Arnold Buckner said to the two lovers. 
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15. The Shoe Drops 
 
    “Hey, Frank,” called a voice in the crowded locker room. “We’re going to go get chow. You coming?” 
 
    Missile Technician First Class Frank Chin looked up from where he sat on a bench in front of his locker. “I think I’m going to grab a shower first, but save a spot for me.” 
 
    Frank’s Alpha Team had just finished a twelve-hour shift in USS Hornet’s port flight bay. The twenty-four men were responsible for launching and landing the space carrier’s fighters. For fighters assigned to missions, the team fueled, armed, and loaded them into the launch tubes. For returning fighters, they replenished the craft’s life support, performed cockpit maintenance, and de-armed them. The uninformed might wonder why warplanes, or in this case space fighters, had their weapons removed after landing. But storing an aircraft in its parking bay full of explosive missiles or bombs was an invitation for disaster, so the deck crew removed them. 
 
    It had been a light day. There had been no exercises or training flights. The only thing Alpha Team had to do was launch and recover the four fighters of the combat space patrol every four hours. Still, twelve hours on duty was a long time. 
 
    Frank opened his locker and froze. Sitting on the top shelf was a small package and a note, neither of which he put there. He glanced around to verify that he was alone in the locker room before shakily opening the note. Frank had been dreading this day. 
 
    Frank Chin was a third-generation Chinese American. Forty years ago, his grandparents had emigrated to the United States from Taiwan. When the Chinese communists had overrun the island shortly after the third world war, many of his relatives went missing. His entire family grieved for the many relatives that were dead or missing and no one had heard from anyone in their former country since the takeover. That was until a Chinese agent contacted Frank. 
 
    Frank had just received orders assigning him to the Hornet when he received a strange email. At first, he thought it was spam and ignored it, but over the next two weeks, he continued to receive them daily. Frank finally took a chance and opened the most recent message and discovered it was from someone claiming to be a relative. The email contained detailed information about the Chin family. 
 
    Still believing it was a hoax, Frank hadn’t answered the message. But at a family get-together, he asked questions about the individual. His grandfather confirmed he had a great-aunt by that name. Believing he might have suddenly contacted a long-lost family member, Frank answered the email. It was that day that his problem started. 
 
    The distant aunt didn’t respond, someone else did, and informed him that if he wanted his family members to continue to live, he would perform certain favors. After exchanging several messages back and forth, they arranged a meeting and Frank met his Chinese handler. The agent produced pretty convincing evidence that many of the Chin family still in Taiwan were alive but would remain so only as long as he cooperated. They told Frank that they would contact him when they needed his services and then let him go. 
 
    And now they have. 
 
    What they asked Frank to do was pretty easy. Simply attach the object in the package on the outside of a Fang missile loaded aboard a space fighter about to launch. It disgusted Frank that he’d gotten himself into the situation. He was well past being able to go to Space Force Intelligence with the situation. Not only would he put his Taiwanese relatives in peril, the Chinese agent had promised they’d go after his American family. 
 
    Frank opened the package and looked at the device. It wasn’t much bigger than a ballpoint pen and was magnetic. The instructions were simple. All he had to do was attach it to the missile body, and they wanted it done on his next shift. Frank closed the package and buried it in the back of his locker. He forgot about the shower he’d been thinking about and quickly changed back into his normal working uniform. Frank shut the locker, secured the package inside, and exited the room. What the hell am I going to do? 
 
    When Frank and the rest of Alpha Team came on watch the next morning at 0600, the first launch of the morning, four fighters taking over as the combat space patrol, had already taken place. The team’s first job was to recover the relieved fighters. It took two hours to remove the fighters’ missiles, replenish their onboard systems, and then stow the fighters in their designated bays. Then it was time to prepare the next flight of fighters. 
 
    Frank had resigned himself to the fact that he was going to have to carry out his instructions. As the team missile tech, it was his job to pull a fighter’s missile warhead safety pins. The devices disabled the warhead’s detonators, enabling the ground crew to handle them safely. As the senior missile tech, he handled the lead fighter, and as he pulled the pins he attached the magnetic device to the last missile he armed. He then gave the fighter’s pilot a thumbs-up, indicating everything was ready. 
 
    Feeling responsible for what was about to happen, Frank stood just outside the launch tube. Normally, he would return to the crew’s ready room to take a break before the next flight landed. It’s only right that I go up in the explosion, he thought. I need to pay for what I’ve done. 
 
    Frank saw the strobe and then heard the klaxon announcing his fighter was about to launch. He closed his eyes and said a silent prayer. And nothing happened. The fighter launched just as it was supposed to, but it didn’t explode. Frank wasn’t especially religious but wondered if God had intervened. 
 
    What Frank didn’t know was the device wasn’t meant to explode when the fighter launched. That wouldn’t accomplish what the Chinese wanted. Destruction of a single fighter and ruining a single launch tube wouldn’t put the space carrier out of action. No, the Chinese had designed the device to cause the maximum amount of damage to the American carrier. 
 
    *** 
 
    Four hours later, Captain Cathy Reynolds brought her fighter in for landing. Cathy commanded the second section of VF-21, one of Hornet’s six fighter squadrons. It was her section’s turn to fly what she humorously called dawn patrol. Just another boring patrol flight, she thought. But that’s what being part of a carrier air group is all about. One day of flying patrols, a day of shipboard training and maintenance, and then three days of flying either real or simulated training missions. 
 
    Cathy’s least favorite activity was flying combat space patrol. Four hours of flying her fighter in circles around the carrier. Wishing that something would happen while hoping that it wouldn’t. If something happened while she was flying the patrol, it could very well be the start of WW IV. 
 
    Captain Reynolds, as the section commander, was the last fighter to land out of her group. She flew her Mustang fighter right down the center of the bay in a textbook landing and hit the magnetic field that would grab and slow her fighter to a stop. The four-year veteran felt the jerk as her fighter entered the field. It was the last thing she’d ever know. The tiny explosive device attached to one of her Fang missiles sensed the magnetic field and activated its small explosive charge, which detonated the missile’s warhead. The other three missiles on racks next to it then detonated in sympathetic explosions. Cathy Reynolds was oblivious to this since the shrapnel of the first explosion perforated the fighter’s cockpit and killed her instantly. The fighter tumbled and slammed into the carrier’s landing bay deck. It then slid into the other three fighters at the forward end of the bay and exploded. All four fighters erupted into short-lived fireballs, which quickly disappeared in the vacuum of space. The four pilots and the Alpha deck team perished in the explosions. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Cassie Summers, Hornet’s electronic warfare officer, had the morning watch as the officer of the deck. She lounged in the command chair reading department reports on a data tablet, catching up on her department head work. 
 
    “Explosion and fire in the port landing bay,” the Bos’n’s mate of the watch announced from the damage control panel. 
 
    Cassie Summers had only recently qualified as an officer of the deck and had stood only a handful of watches in that capacity. But Captain Rogers had trained her well. Cassie knew exactly what to do. 
 
    “Bos’n, seal the bay, then sound general quarters,” Cassie barked. She then hit the Captain’s call button on the arm of the command chair. “Captain to the bridge,” she announced over the circuit. And then moved on to the other items on her action list. 
 
    Every casualty on a warship has a specific checklist of what needs to be done if it happens. As the officer of the deck, it was Cassie’s responsibility to ensure that those were being followed. 
 
    Larger warships, like Hornet, had a dedicated damage control center that was manned constantly. Cassie needed to speak with them next. “Damage Control Central, we have reports of fire and explosion in the port landing bay. Dispatch two, I repeat, two damage control parties to the scene and report,” she ordered over the damage control circuit. As the on-duty officer assigned to the station acknowledged her order, the captain arrived on the bridge. 
 
    Cassie almost missed him. During routine operations, the bos’n’s mate of the watch would announce that the captain was on the bridge, but that person was currently busy. Busy scrolling down her checklist, Cassie didn’t realize the CO was standing next to the command chair till he touched her shoulder. Startled, she looked up, realized who was there and began to scramble out of the seat. 
 
    “Stay where you are, Commander,” Captain Jeffrey Rogers said. “Finish up the checklist and then give me a report.” 
 
    Contacting Damage Control Central was the last of her immediate actions, so Cassie closed out the checklist and made a report. “Sensors indicated an explosion and fire in the port landing bay, sir. I ordered the ship to general quarters and sealed the port landing bay. Two damage control parties are en route to the bay and will report as soon as they arrive.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander,” Rogers said. “I’ll take over.” 
 
    “The captain has the deck and the con,” Cassie announced as she slid out of the command seat and began to leave the bridge, headed for her own battle station. 
 
    “Hold on there, young lady,” Rogers said. “I don’t want you going anywhere.” Hornet’s captain pointed at the XO’s seat. “We’re not under attack. So, I want you to coordinate with and pass reports to me.” 
 
    Rogers slid into his command seat and punched up the circuit to the auxiliary control room. “Dani, I want you to head down to the port landing bay,” Jeffrey Rogers said over the private circuit to his executive officer, Commander Danielle Nelson. “I want you to take a look and give me a detailed report of what’s going on and the condition of the bay.” 
 
    “On my way, boss,” Danielle responded. 
 
    “Communications, signal the flag and inform them we’ve had a serious incident in our port landing bay. Inform them it’s very early and we have no detailed information. Tell them I consider the port landing bay out of service. Inform the admiral that Hornet is still operational, but at a reduced capacity for fighter operations.” 
 
    Six hours later, a grim-faced Captain Rogers sat behind his desk in his space cabin, his XO at his side. USS Hornet’s two senior officers stared at the image of Admiral Arnold Buckner on the wall-mounted display screen opposite the desk. 
 
    “We are still reviewing all the data, Admiral,” Rogers said. “I’ve got my security people going through the film footage of the flight bay, but so far they haven’t seen anything suspicious.” 
 
    “I want you to put that on hold, Jeff,” Arnold said. The admiral and Jeff Rogers had flown together during the early days of the US Space Force. “We’ll turn it over to the experts to sort out. I’ve already contacted Commodore O’Shaughnessy and she’ll be sending over a team of intelligence specialists to investigate. I need you to concentrate on putting your ship back together.” 
 
    “Like I emphasized in my initial report, Admiral, we’re still operational, but with only one landing bay, it will definitely impact our ability to fight,” Rogers said. 
 
    “What’s the worst of it?” Admiral Buckner asked. 
 
    “We lost six of the eight forward elevators and suffered a lot of integrity damage forward of the flight bay. Several sections lost atmosphere but fortunately we didn’t lose anyone in those spaces. Our casualty totals are four pilots and the twelve members of the deck team that were on duty in the landing bay. All KIA,” Hornet’s XO briefed the admiral. 
 
    “We can actually fix all of that ourselves, Admiral,” Jeff Rogers continued. “It would take some time and effort, but we could make right all of that damage. But … we can’t fix the magnetic arrestors. The entire system is a total wreck, and that will require yardwork.” 
 
    Arnold Buckner, sitting in his space cabin aboard the fleet flagship USS Wasp, nodded at the statement. He’d already seen the preliminary reports and had spoken to Rear Admiral Murphy about support for the injured carrier. “Will you require dock time or just shipyard support?” Buckner asked. 
 
    The two carrier officers looked at each other, hoping the other knew the answer to the question. Seeing that his XO didn’t know any more than he did, Captain Rogers answered. “Frankly, I don’t know. I’m a fighter pilot that became a carrier commander, Admiral, not an engineer. All I can tell you is that my chief engineer says it’s bad and beyond his ability to repair.” 
 
    Buckner knew he probably wouldn’t get an answer when he had asked, but there was always hope. He’d gotten the same answer from Scott Murphy. They wouldn’t know more till the yard dogs could look at it. The United States only had one dock large enough to put the carrier in, and it was currently occupied by the USS Yorktown that was under construction. If Hornet had to go into the dock for repair, he’d have to decide to either tow the unfinished carrier out of dock and put the damaged carrier in or operate the ship in a reduced capacity. Neither option was palatable. 
 
    “The yard dogs are on their way. They should be there within the next four hours. They’ll start evaluating the damage and what needs to be done. Once they decide that, I get to figure out how we will accomplish it,” Arnold informed the carrier’s two senior officers. “We’ll get back together later this evening when that evaluation is complete.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the two officers said almost simultaneously, looks of dejection on each of their faces. 
 
    “Neither one of you is at fault,” Arnold counseled the two officers. “Accidents happen. Both of you handled the situation in a superior manner. Now do what you can to fix as much as you can. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    Admiral Buckner ended the meeting and closed the video connection. He didn’t believe it was an accident. It fit too neatly with everything else that was going on. Arnold hoped Nancy O’Shaughnessy’s teams would turn up something in their investigation. 
 
    Now I have to deal with McNair and explain what happened, Arnold thought. I also have to get my staff together and start putting contingency plans together. 
 
    Arnold realized he had one last important action to perform and punched a button on his communication panel. “Comms, signal all squadron and division commanders that I’m raising the fleet threat level to war imminent status.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “You sent for us, sir.” Yan Choo, general in the People’s Liberation Army and China’s defense minister, turned the question into a statement as he entered the well-appointed office. The general was accompanied by General Sun Shi, commander of the PLA Space Force. 
 
    Premier Cheng Kwan, head of China’s Communist Party and thereby the de facto leader of China, waved at the two chairs in front of his desk. “I did, Generals.” 
 
    The premier waited until the two generals seated themselves before he continued. “I received troubling news this morning from state security.” The premier couldn’t help but notice the look that passed between the two generals. “They were in here tooting their own horn about how they had disabled an American carrier.” 
 
    “Your Excellency,” Yan Choo started, but halted as China’s leader raised his hand. 
 
    “I gave you a free hand in accomplishing our goal, Yan Choo. But sometimes it would be nice for me to know about certain things before they happen. Especially since we are not in a position to take advantage of this situation.” 
 
    “It was a coordinated endeavor, Your Excellency,” the defense minister said. “We planned to make the Americans vulnerable by eliminating their Saturn forces and then depriving them of one of their precious carriers.” 
 
    Cheng Kwan pounded his fist on the desktop. “But we didn’t eliminate the Saturn force. In fact, they mauled our own forces in the attempt. You told me yourself that it will take time to rebuild the Jupiter forces.” The premier noted his anger cowed both generals. “I’m sure the Americans know we are behind the attacks but are afraid to say anything publicly. But that won’t stop them from preparing for our attack.” 
 
    “And it won’t help them a bit, Premier,” General Sun Shi said. “Yes, we erred in not telling state security to put off the sabotage of the American carrier. I’ve had my staff working all night since we received the news, and they have a plan to take advantage of the situation.” 
 
    China’s premier leaned back and folded his hands in his lap, a serene expression on his face. “Please elaborate, General.” 
 
    “Since our disastrous defeat in what the Americans call the Battle of the Belt, the People’s Space Force has been working to rebuild and expand our forces in the Jupiter subsystem. We’ve already made good the fighter losses we took, and the carrier Qingdao is back to full strength. Our plan is to attack the American’s Saturn base. We will do this openly and dare them to do anything.” 
 
    “Since the Qingdao did not destroy the enemy during their first engagement, why do you think the next battle will be different?” the premier asked. 
 
    “We converted ten hydrogen tankers into miniature space carriers,” the defense minister answered. “Each can carry one squadron of space fighters. Besides that, we converted four of them into missile platforms. Each will carry twenty of the long-range anti-ship missiles.” 
 
    “When all our preparations are complete,” General Sun Shi took over the explanation, “they will sail for Saturn. We are confident that between the extra fighters and the additional missile platforms, we can overwhelm the American forces. Our forces won’t go unscathed. We’ll likely suffer heavy losses, but in the end we will destroy the defense force and eliminate their fuel supplies.” 
 
    “And you intend to do this openly, inviting war with the Americans?” the premier asked. 
 
    The defense minister, General Yan Choo, shrugged. “What can they do about it?” he asked rhetorically. “Their forces stationed at Saturn can’t stand against what we will send, so they’ll have to make a choice. The Americans either send reinforcements to that distant planet and further weaken the forces around Earth, or they leave Saturn to its fate and hope for a miracle.” 
 
    “And if the Americans send an additional carrier to Saturn, my forces in lunar orbit will strike,” the Space Force commander stated with surety. “With a four to one advantage in carriers, I’m sure of that outcome.” 
 
    The American politicians are weak. That’s always been their Achilles’ heel, China’s premier thought. They won’t send another carrier to Saturn and weaken their forces around Earth. Even if it risks losing their Saturn bases. They won’t put the defense of their homeland in jeopardy. 
 
    “And then?” the premier asked. 
 
    “After we destroy the American forces at Saturn and capture their refueling stations, we bring our forces home to further strengthen our main fleet. That will take time, but our Jupiter force should be able to return before the Americans can launch their next carrier. We’ll have overwhelming strength,” the defense minister said. 
 
    “Then it will be up to you, Premier, to press our claims,” the Space Force general said. “The Americans and their allies can either knuckle under to our terms, or we destroy them.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16. Reconnaissance 
 
    The mood in the US Space Force conference room was somber. The damaged carrier Hornet had arrived at the Space Force dockyard facilities at Lagrange Point Four and a preliminary evaluation had been conducted. It wasn’t a good report. 
 
    If Space Force could put the carrier into a drydock, they could complete repairs in three to four months. But there was only one dock large enough to work on her, and to use it they had to pull out the carrier Yorktown that was currently under construction. Doing that would significantly delay its completion and delivery to the fleet. 
 
    There was a second option available. “We can repair her outside of the yard, but it will take longer, almost twice as long,” Rear Admiral Scott Murphy, the head of Space Force building and construction, said. 
 
    “So, four months if we put her in dock, but we delay the delivery of Yorktown by the same amount,” General McNair, commander of US Space Force, said. “Or seven to eight months if we don’t put her in dock. It sounds like a simple decision to me. Scott, make preparations for pulling Lexington out and putting Hornet into dock.” 
 
    “I think that’s the wrong move,” Admiral Arnold Buckner, commander of the US Space Fleet, stated emphatically. 
 
    “I think you’d want the carrier back in service as quickly as possible,” Commodore Joy Drake, McNair’s chief of staff, said. 
 
    Arnold Buckner didn’t think much of Commodore Drake, considering her McNair’s chief flunky and mouthpiece. “Of course I would like Hornet back as soon as possible,” Arnold responded, a touch of irony in his voice. “I also want to protect the United States and our allies and putting Hornet in drydock affects that.” 
 
    The commander of the US Space Force Fleet turned to Admiral Murphy. “Scott, if we put Hornet into space dock, how fast could we get her back out if we desperately needed her?” 
 
    Murphy leaned back in his chair and pretended to ponder. Scott and Admiral Buckner had discussed this prior to the meeting. “Since the reason for using the dock to speed up repairs is that we’d be cutting open the landing bay, it’d take at least a week working round the clock for her to get back out.” 
 
    “And if you worked on her without going into the dock?” Arnold continued his line of questions. 
 
    “If we work on her without going into space dock, she’s essentially always available for use,” Murphy stated. 
 
    “But it would only be half a carrier,” Commodore Drake said. 
 
    “Actually, a little more than that,” Buckner said. “I spoke with Captain Rogers, Hornet’s CO, before the meeting. He’s moving his squadrons around on the carrier. Remember, he can still launch fighters out of both bays, but can only land them in the starboard one. Each bay can handle five squadrons, and he’s going to fill the starboard landing bay with five squadrons of Mustang fighters.” 
 
    “What about the rest of his space group?” Vice Admiral Edgar Danforth asked. He was in charge of all Space Force fighter operations and had a vested interest in the situation aboard the damaged carrier. 
 
    “It will take some doing, mainly because he’ll have to manhandle the fighters around the carrier. But he’s going to put his two squadrons of bombers in the port launch bays. Same goes for all of his support birds: the tankers, the recon probes, etc. If the Hornet has to go into action, she won’t be by herself. Anything she launches out of the port bay can land on another carrier, but at least I’ll have another deck at my disposal. With Midway out at Saturn and Hornet damaged we’re down to two and a half carriers to defend the US and our Western allies. I’m prepared to wager my four stars”—Arnold tapped his collar points—“that the Chinese won’t let this opportunity pass.” 
 
    That statement silenced the room. Finally, Edgar Danforth asked what most in the room were thinking. “How long do you think we have?” 
 
    The question caused everyone in the room to look at Nancy O’Shaughnessy, the head of Space Fleet Intelligence. “I honestly don’t know. We can’t get any assets close to the Chinese base on the dark side of the moon. They’ve declared an exclusion zone around the entire area, and we’ve already lost hundreds of probes we’ve tried to send in there. Same goes for what they have in the Jupiter subsystem. We send probes out there and they’re intercepted well before they get close enough to get any data.” 
 
    “Surely our Earth-based intelligence assets, the CIA for example, have information they’ve developed from dirtside?” Admiral McNair asked. 
 
    “The Chinese have always been extremely good at counterintelligence, sir. As for what they’re doing in space, the number of people dirtside who know what is going on is extremely limited. I’ll bet most of the planning and discussions are taking place in space,” O’Shaughnessy explained. “Based on the pirate attack on the Midway escort group, I’d wager whatever happens next will start in the Jupiter system.” 
 
    “Why do you make that prediction?” Commodore Drake asked. 
 
    “Because a force that large in the asteroid belt had to come from Jupiter or Mars. We have good reconnaissance and intelligence around Mars, and we know support for the so-called pirates isn’t coming from there. That leaves only Jupiter.” 
 
    “There may be a way of sneaking a reconnaissance fighter into the Jupiter system,” Rear Admiral Owens said with a glance at Arnold Buckner. “We’ve been developing a long-range strike fighter and training pilots to fly them. It’s nowhere close to being ready for combat operations, but the prototype fighter has already flown and we’ve worked the bugs out of it. The pilot who helped design them could make the trip to Jupiter.” 
 
    Arnold Buckner winced inside. He perfectly understood what Owens was suggesting. It put Arnold in a difficult position. He didn’t want to put his daughter in danger, but he understood the need for information. 
 
    “I’m aware of the project, and I agree with Admiral Owens. I think we need to try this, even if it’s a long shot,” Arnold said. 
 
    “Okay, Jeremy, the ball’s in your court. I want you to launch a special recon mission to Jupiter with your newly developed fighter,” McNair ordered. “It’s time we discover what the Chinese are up to.” 
 
    There were several other topics to cover in the meeting, none of them of any interest to Arnold Buckner. When they were finally done, he signaled Jeremy Owens that he wanted a word and motioned the man to follow him out of the conference room. 
 
    “How are you going to implement the order, Jeremy?” Arnold asked the head of research and development when the man joined him in the hallway. 
 
    The two began walking away from the conference room, and Owens looked around to make sure no one was within earshot. “They’re performing the testing out at Lagrange Four Station. I thought I’d go out there and give the order in person.” 
 
    “Jeremy, I don’t want to step on your toes, but she is my daughter,” Arnold said. “I’d like to tag along and be involved in it.” 
 
    “I assumed you would when I brought it up,” Owens said. “Look, Arnie, I wouldn’t have suggested it if it wasn’t important.” 
 
    “I know that, Jerry,” Arnold responded. The two men had been friends for nearly twenty years. Jeremy Owens had been two years behind Arnold Buckner at the Academy, and Cadet Captain Buckner had been the very young Jeremy Owen’s battalion commander during his plebe year. “And I don’t think there will be an issue. Vicki is proud of the ship she’s created and believes in the concept. She’ll jump at the chance to prove the concept.” 
 
    “You know, Arnie, one hears that four-star admirals ride in style. Why don’t we take your shuttle out to Lovell Station?” Jeremy Owens asked. 
 
    “You can ride with me,” Arnold Buckner said with a chuckle. “But I’m going to have to go straight back to my flagship when we’re done, so you’ll have to make other arrangements to get back here.” 
 
    “What time?” 
 
    “I have to run by my quarters and pick up some paperwork and collect my aide,” the senior admiral said. Arnold looked at his watch. “1400 at docking bay 22?” 
 
    “I’ll be there.” 
 
    The two men reached an intersection. Since they were going separate directions, they shook hands, and each continued on to their next destination. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I don’t understand why each of you is so against this plan,” Vicki said. The young pilot sat in a conference room on Lovell Station. There were four people in the room: Victoria’s father, Admiral Arnold Buckner; Malcolm Forrester, who’d flown up to the station to help upgrade the new fighter’s fire-control system; Rear Admiral Jeremy Owens; and herself. Mike Babcock, the designer of the Wraith fighter, and her soon-to-be husband, Norman Stecker, were attending via video link. 
 
    My soon-to-be husband if I survive this recon mission, Vicki thought. 
 
    “I’m just saying this wasn’t the mission we designed the bird for,” Mike Babcock said. “She’s a strike fighter, not a reconnaissance drone.” 
 
    “Doctor Babcock, what I’m hearing is that you don’t think the Wraith can perform the mission,” Admiral Owens said. 
 
    “Oh, she’s perfectly capable of making the trip to Jupiter and getting back,” Babcock responded, quickly defending his project. “I just wanted to point out that the Wraith doesn’t have the reconnaissance capability of, let’s say, an AWACS drone.” 
 
    “That’s true, but I have an engineering team working on a special sensor package that will fit into the Wraith’s missile bay,” Owens replied. “Once installed, it should provide all the sensor data we need.” 
 
    “And that’s what I have a problem with,” Captain Norman Stecker said over the video link. “To give the Wraith its extended range and endurance, we had to strip out most of its weapons. The missile bay that once held eight missiles now only holds two, and you want to take those two away? And since we want to keep the bird as stealthy as we can, we’ve stripped the two pylons off so she can’t carry external missiles either. We’re sending Vicki halfway across the solar system in an unarmed fighter.” 
 
    “Norm, we talked about this.” Victoria shook her head. No, we argued about this, and now he’s trying to do an end run around me and get either Admiral Owens or my father to stop the mission. “Yes, I won’t be carrying any missiles. But in real life, what good would they do me? If I run into trouble, two missiles aren’t going to change anything.” 
 
    Sitting at the end of the table, Arnold Buckner sat and listened to the discussions, a smile on his face. He’d always been proud of his daughter, warts and all, but because he was a senior fleet officer, he couldn’t express it as well as both father and daughter would have liked. If he had done that, the whispers of favoritism would have started. So he’d been silent, and a chasm grew between the two of them. 
 
    It took his daughter being critically injured for Arnold to see how wrong he’d been. For a man who’d taken pride in doing things his own way, he had surely caved in on worrying about what people thought about his parental relationship. He’d realized that when he had stared down at the mutilated body of his daughter, or what the crash left of her, laying in a hospital bed after her crash. Things were still not 100 percent fixed between the two of them, but they were better. 
 
    Arnold and Admiral Owens had traveled to Lovell Station three days ago to discuss the possibilities of this mission with Victoria. Arnold was immediately impressed by his daughter’s understanding of the situation. Space Force needed solid information on what the Chinese might have in the Jupiter subsystem and the Wraith fighter could get there and get it. Victoria understood she was the only person qualified or even capable of conducting the mission and had promptly volunteered and then helped in the planning. 
 
    Norman Stecker’s argument with his fiancée pulled Arnold Buckner out of his musing. 
 
    “That’s not the only problem I have with this plan,” Stecker continued to argue. “It puts the entire purpose of this fighter design at risk. If we need to, we’ll only get one chance to strike at Jupiter with a long-range fighter squadron. If we reveal that fighter’s capabilities now, before we are ready, the Chinese will have the ability to plan for a defense.” 
 
    Arnold Buckner decided it was time for him to get involved. “Captain Stecker, I understand what the original purpose of the Wraith design was. The problem is we have a different and more pressing need that the Wraith can help us with. It doesn’t really matter that I have a squadron of long-range fighters sitting in launch bays ready to attack the Chinese if they launch a surprise attack and knock out all my carriers. I’m the one that laid this mission on, not intelligence or research and development or even the commander of Space Force. It was me. And I did it knowing who would fly the mission. It’s going to happen. Vicki’s going to fly the mission, so you need to get on board or get out. There’s no time for arguing about not doing it.” 
 
    Arnold saw his future son-in-law’s face go crimson at his rebuke. The commander of the US Space Fleet didn’t like what he had just said. Good officers praised in public and criticized in private. No one enjoys being dressed down, but when a four-star admiral does it in front of other people, it makes it even worse. But under the circumstances, Buckner couldn’t help it. They needed to move forward. 
 
    “Commander Buckner,” Arnold addressed his daughter, “would you brief us on your preliminary plan?” 
 
    “Certainly, Admiral,” Victoria said respectfully. “As soon as they install the new reconnaissance package in the missile bay, I’ll take the prototype out and test it. That should be a one-day trip.” 
 
    “Where are you planning to perform that test?” Admiral Owens asked. 
 
    “The moon,” Victoria said. She could see the answer shocked the rest of the people. “I know, I know. It runs the risk of showing our hand. But it will be an excellent test of the sensors, and it will give me some indication of how good our stealth upgrades are.” 
 
    Anyone who saw the prototype fighter would never recognize it as having once been a Phantom space fighter. They had stripped the fuselage of all its external fittings and streamlined it, leaving it looking like a long, thin cylinder with a rounded nose. Engineers had even streamlined the cockpit. Once a large bubble canopy that sat atop the fighter, techs had lowered it so that only a small set of windows provided physical viewing outside of the craft. The engineers had wanted to remove even those. The fighter’s flight controls were now totally digital, and the pilot would rely on viewscreens to see outside. Victoria had insisted that some windows needed to be kept, so a pilot could still see if the control screens failed. 
 
    They had then coated the streamlined fuselage with radar and light absorbent materials. Victoria had flown the current iteration of the Wraith in the local area and tested its stealth features. With its oversized fusion reactor powered down to minimal levels, and its two propulsion systems turned off, she’d been able to approach to within twenty miles of Lovell Station before being detected. Victoria had also tested the coating against targeting systems and discovered that a missile had to be within ten miles to acquire the fighter. 
 
    “The plan is to head out just like I’ve done on all the rest of the test flights, build up a little speed, and then go dark,” she explained to the group. “I’ll then use thrusters to maneuver for an intercept with the moon and fly there dead stick. I’ll make one high orbit around, see what the sensors can pick up of the Chinese station on the lunar dark side, and then return home.” 
 
    Victoria could see Norm shaking his head in frustration. The admiral’s rebuke was still fresh in his mind so he didn’t dare say anything. 
 
    “I suspect they’ll pick me up eventually,” Victoria added. “But with the radar/lidar cross section of the Wraith, we’ll appear to be much smaller than we are, and the Chinese will think it’s just another attempt by the US to sneak a recon probe through.” Victoria saw both her father and Admiral Owens nod in acceptance. 
 
    “And once that test is complete?” Owens asked. 
 
    “Assuming that the recon package works as advertised, we prep the bird for the Jupiter mission,” Victoria answered. 
 
    “Tell us about that,” Arnold asked his daughter. 
 
    “I’ll leave Lovell Station the same way, just like we’ve done for the rest of the tests. After I launch, I’ll use the fusion drive to boost up to a reasonable speed. I plan a one-hour burst at ten gravities.” Victoria saw the looks that statement got and elaborated. “I know that’s a long boost, but I’ve done it before and because of my improved body”—Victoria waved her prosthetic arm—“I can easily handle it.” 
 
    “After that burn,” Victoria continued, “I’ll be traveling at over 400,000 mph. That’s when I’ll cut in the ion drive.” 
 
    “How long will you run the ion drive?” Norman asked. 
 
    “Forty-eight hours,” Victoria answered. “I’d like to run it longer, but I don’t want the Chinese to see the ion trail. That will get me through the asteroid belt, and then I’ll coast the rest of the way to Jupiter, which will take another twenty-four.” 
 
    “You’ve already made three-day trips,” Babcock said. “I should say you and the prototype have made three-day trips, but this will require you to double that. Do you feel comfortable with that?” 
 
    Victoria shrugged. “There’s a first time for everything. But in all seriousness, it’s what will have to be done. And it won’t take three days to get back. Once I get through the Jupiter system, I’ll slingshot around the planet to build up more speed. It should only take me forty-eight hours to get home. So, just the five-day trip.” 
 
    “Just remember, for every minute that you accelerate on the ion drive, it will take you one minute to decelerate,” Babcock said. 
 
    Victoria nodded. “I understand that.” Duh. “I am a trained space fighter pilot. But I can use the fusion drive, with its higher gravity rating, to help with that.” 
 
    “How much fuel will you have left for the fusion drive, Victoria?” Admiral Buckner asked. “You’ll be burning for an hour at the very beginning of the mission.” 
 
    “When I start out, I’ll have an external tank and I’ll use it for the initial burn. With the extra fuel capacity the prototype has, I’ll have enough for two hours of burn time,” Victoria answered. 
 
    “It sounds like we have a pretty good start on a plan,” Owens said. “I think we need to move forward and start laying out the flight courses and the timetable.” The admiral looked around the conference room and then at the video displays. “Does anyone have questions?” 
 
    When no one said anything, Admiral Owens continued. “Then let’s get started, people.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vicki heard the chime of her comm panel as she stepped through the hatch into her sleeping quarters. She had no doubt who it was and sat down at the desk to accept the call. 
 
    “You’re not going to talk me out of it, Norm,” Vicki said to her fiancé as his image appeared on the display. 
 
    “Be reasonable, Victoria, this is a borderline suicide mission,” Norman retorted. 
 
    “The odds aren’t that bad. In fact, I think the odds are pretty good.” 
 
    “For Christ’s sake, Vicki, you’re flying a fighter that’s twenty years old and was so horribly designed Space Force stopped using it as a frontline fighter two years after they put it in service. You’ll have no missiles and no weapons and be over 400 million miles from Earth. In all of that, what doesn’t sound suicidal?” 
 
    “When you lay it out loud like that, it does sound rather daunting,” Vicki said, chuckling. “Seriously though, Norm. Since my father first proposed this to me, I’ve put a lot of thought into it. That’s when I remembered something that came to me during my last endurance flight.” 
 
    “And what was that?” 
 
    “There I was, all alone, just sort of vegging out in the fighter’s cockpit. I’d just reached the halfway point of the mission and made the turn to come back here to Lovell Station. That’s when it hit me. I was moving at 0.15c. I was going fast enough that I could make the trip from Earth to Jupiter in under three days, and that made me realize how incredibly fast I was actually going.” 
 
    “And it took you a day and a half of constant acceleration to reach that speed.” 
 
    “True,” Victoria nodded. “But what other fighter has the endurance to get to that speed? The Mustang is the newest and best fighter in our arsenal and it only has a five-hour endurance. Hell, it only carries enough fuel for thirty minutes of burn on the fusion engine.” 
 
    Norman finally understood the reasoning for her confidence and nodded. “I think I see it now. The Chinese won’t have fighters or even warships flying at that speed in the Jupiter system, and you’ll be long gone well before they can accelerate enough to catch up.” 
 
    “Exactly. And even more importantly, I’ll be flying faster than any weapon they can fire at me. I can outrun any missile or railgun projectile they shoot at me. I’ve run the simulations. The only scenario where I’m at any risk is a head-on attack. If a fighter is ahead and within a 10 degree arc of my nose, they could launch a missile that could intercept me. But the chance would only be 10 percent and that’s if I did nothing to evade.” 
 
    “Going that fast, could you evade?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know. That’s why Doctor Forrester is at the station. I needed to discuss it with him.” 
 
    “I saw him on the vid call and wondered why he was there.” 
 
    “Admiral Owens thought there might be questions about my ability to handle the duration of the mission, and since Doc was on the station, he invited him since he’s considered an expert on what I can and can’t do.” 
 
    Norman chuckled because this was a pet peeve of his fiancée. No one would ever take Victoria’s word for her ability to do something. Unless Malcolm Forrester attested to it, Vicki couldn’t do it. 
 
    “The real reason he’s on the station is to install the interface between my neural link and the Wraith prototype.” 
 
    “Is that wise, Victoria? If it was that interface that caused the accident that crippled you?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t!” Vicki denied his claim vehemently. “Doc walked me through all the data, and I’m satisfied it was a software issue. He’s fixed that issue and he removed the interface’s ability to perform autonomous actions and take over for the pilot. Flying the fighter will always require pilot action. It’s just that sometimes it will be mental instead of physical.” 
 
    “Based on the way he shut the original project down, I’m surprised Owens let you install the interface.” Norman saw Victoria grin at that statement. “He doesn’t know, does he?” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t. As far as he knows Doc was up here to upgrade software in my head. I gave him access to the fighter, and he personally installed the interface.” 
 
    “You’re treading on thin ice, Vicki. If he finds out, there’ll be hell to pay.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. This mission is so important that I can have anything I need to accomplish it. Doc and I snuck the interface in because we didn’t want to waste time convincing Owens it was safe.” 
 
    Victoria decided it was time to switch subjects. “Are you going to come up and see me before I go?” 
 
    “Does a bear shit in the woods? Of course, I’m going to come up and see you. I’ve already arranged for a shuttle to fly me up tomorrow. I’ll be there before you go on your test flight to the moon and stay until you leave for Jupiter.” 
 
    “And will we be able …” Victoria trailed off, not finishing the question. 
 
    “We are not in the same chain of command anymore. Yes, we will get together.” 
 
    Victoria kissed the fingers of her right hand and pressed it to his image on the screen. “I’ll see you soon then, my love.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17. The Lunar Trip 
 
    Victoria glanced at the sensor display panel installed on the left side of the Wraith’s cramped cockpit. Engineers designed the new sensor pod they had installed in the fighter’s missile bay as a monitoring device. The pod would capture sensor data during the flight and the experts would review them when she returned to Lovell Station. Victoria had insisted that technicians rig a display so that she could see the readings in real time as she flew the mission. 
 
    The pod’s various sensors were more sensitive than the ones installed in the Wraith fighter. The engineers had argued that those readings wouldn’t allow her to do anything. They couldn’t interface with the rest of the fighter’s control systems and since they’d had to remove all the fighter’s missiles, what purpose would they serve? Vicki had argued that the pod’s ability to detect radar and lidar systems would allow her to see the coverage areas in the Jupiter system and allow her to evade them. Flying an unarmed fighter, Vicki’s only defense was speed and stealth. She was confident in her fighter’s ability to outrun a threat, but avoiding the threat to begin with was preferable. 
 
    Victoria nudged the control stick slightly to the right to bring the fighter closer to the moon’s surface as she prepared to fly around the dark side of Earth’s natural satellite. A glance at the sensor panel showed that all lidar and radar signals, and there were a lot of them, were well below the detection threshold. 
 
    That will change as we pass around the backside, Vicki thought. The Chinese were very protective of their dockyard and space station on the backside of the moon. They’d seeded the entire dark side with multiple sensor and defense platforms to dissuade anyone from seeing what they were doing. The US Space Force had lost many drones and even a few pilots attempting to spy on the Chinese with little or no results. 
 
    This will be an excellent test for what I have to do when I get to Jupiter. If I can get through here unscathed and collect good intelligence, then the trip out to Europa will be worth it. 
 
    Victoria checked her speed. At a speed of 0.05c, she’d be in the target area for mere seconds. It also meant she constantly had to adjust her course. Her fighter was simply flying too fast the stay in the low orbit she was trying to maintain. 
 
    Both sensor panels, the fighter’s and the recon pod’s, began chirping, an indication she was being detected by active sensors. Then her fighter’s panel blinked a warning. The Chinese had launched missiles at her. All of this happened within two seconds. As quickly as the warnings had appeared, they vanished as the Wraith fighter streaked out of the Chinese-controlled area and into open space on the sunlit side of the moon. Vicki checked the sensors and saw that she’d outrun the six missiles they’d launched at her. 
 
    Time to head home, Vicki thought as she nudged her control stick to push her fighter onto the preplanned flight path that would eventually take her home. That path would take her well away from Lagrange Point 4 and Lovell Station, since she needed to keep her destination hidden from the Chinese. Vicki needed to slow the fighter down enough to land, and as soon as she fired either of her engines, her fighter became highly visible to all sensors. It had taken twelve hours to reach her current speed and would take twelve hours to slow down. 
 
    Vicki turned on her automated controls and her virtual reality program. She’d relax on a Maui beach watching the surf as her fighter carried her home. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Does anyone have an explanation for this?” General Yan Choo asked his staff. The Chinese defense minister had called the meeting to discuss the penetration of the Chinese defense zone on the dark side of the moon. 
 
    “So far, all we know is that a very fast reconnaissance probe flew completely through our controlled space, sir,” the defense minister’s intelligence advisor said. “We’re still trying to evaluate how the Americans did it.” 
 
    “I don’t think it was a probe,” General Sun Shi, commander of the People’s Liberation Army Space Force, said. “I’ve already looked at raw data my intelligence people have and it’s obvious the craft was maneuvering to avoid detection. That indicates an intelligent presence aboard the craft.” 
 
    The Space Force commander’s comment brought silence to the room. If the Americans could accelerate a small craft to that speed, it did not bode well for the Chinese Space Force. 
 
    “I’ll point out, sir, that our own major warships can go that fast,” the intelligence advisor commented. 
 
    The Space Force commander gave the intelligence officer a withering glare. “I’m well aware of the capabilities of my forces, General. And yes, our warships can go that fast. But that’s because they carry enough fuel and can accelerate long enough to reach the speed. It would take over two days of acceleration for one of our carriers to achieve that speed. It’s obvious the Americans have found a way to do it in a small craft.” 
 
    “And we need to know how they did it,” the defense minister said. “Do they have some type of new drive or an alternative fuel source? I’m no scientist, but I can think of four or five ways they could accomplish it with some technological breakthrough.” 
 
    “I’ve already spoken to state security about this, sir,” the intelligence officer said. “They know nothing, but”—the officer raised a hand to forestall his boss’s next question—“they’ve made it a top priority to find out.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have to remind anyone in this room that we launch our attack in only three months,” Sun Shi said. “If we don’t want our ships blown out of space, we need to know answers. And we need them soon.” 
 
    The Space Force commander looked at the defense minister and continued. “Should we contemplate delaying the attack date?” 
 
    “No!” General Cheng Kwan said emphatically. “We go as planned.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “You two should have brought this before the Council, or at the very least consulted me before the mission,” Admiral Bruce McNair, commanding general of US Space Force, chastised two of his subordinates. 
 
    Before Admiral Arnold Buckner could respond, Rear Admiral Jeremy Owens did. “I’m sorry you feel that way, sir, but it was a project that the Council had approved, and this was simply the next step in testing the new long-range fighter,” Space Force’s research and development director said. 
 
    “My comm channel is burning up with inquiries from the White House,” McNair said. “The president’s advisors are concerned that we’ve antagonized the Chinese. Even more so since we are currently at a military disadvantage because of Hornet’s damage. They’re worried this might goad them into attacking before we are ready.” 
 
    Interesting, Arnold Buckner thought. Obviously, there are some people close to the president who now believe the Chinese are a threat. Oh, that isn’t fair. All of them know the Chinese are a threat, even the president, but they believe appeasement is the way to prevent a war. Now, at least, some believe we have to do something. 
 
    Arnold looked around the conference room at the other senior Space Force officers and evaluated the mood. The White House’s questions had stumped McNair, causing him to become obviously irritated. Vice Admiral Edgar Danforth was upset because as the man in charge of space fighter operations he’d been kept out of the loop on the development of the Wraith space fighter. Aside from him and Jeremy Owens, Commodore Nancy O’Shaughnessy was the only flag officer present who seemed excited about the mission. 
 
    “When will my shop be able to see the data?” Nancy asked. She was eager for her intelligence specialists to go over what Vicki’s mission had collected. 
 
    Jeremy Owens slid a data chip across the table to the head of intelligence. “I didn’t want to risk sending this through normal communication channels. It’s everything the recon fighter sensors captured during the flight, as well as some initial conclusions made by my staff.” 
 
    It was obvious that the Chinese had detected the intruder as it flew through the Chinese defensive network. That became obvious when they fired missiles at the streaking space fighter. But Owens didn’t want the Chinese to know what their sensors discovered, and based on some data he’d already seen, the fighter had seen a lot. That’s why he delivered the information chip personally to the head of intelligence. 
 
    “I’m concerned that we revealed the capability of the new fighter,” Danforth said. “It will give them the opportunity to develop a defense against it.” 
 
    Arnold shrugged. “The Wraith space fighter wasn’t going any faster than we’ve showed with some of our warships. Hell, back when I commanded the Midway, I had her up to speeds faster than what this fighter demonstrated.” 
 
    “You said it yourself, Admiral. You had a large warship that could carry enough fuel and endurance to get up to the speed. Not a small fighter, which lacks both. How long did it take the fighter to get up to that speed?” Danforth asked. 
 
    “Twelve hours,” Jeremy Owens answered. “And obviously another twelve hours to decelerate so she could dock at Lovell Station.” 
 
    “And the new Mustang fighters have a max endurance of five hours, and that’s stretching it,” Danforth said. 
 
    Owens shrugged. “To conduct the mission we originally designed it for, we built the Wraith for a five-day endurance. That endurance is barely enough to complete the current mission. Our test pilot’s unique physical abilities allow the fighter even more endurance.” 
 
    “How much more?” Danforth asked. 
 
    “We’ve not pushed it to the limit, but extrapolating the data we already have, Commander Buckner could likely push that to seven days,” Owens answered. 
 
    Arnold Buckner saw every eye turn to him at the mention of his daughter’s name. “Yes, my daughter flew the mission. We selected her as the test pilot for this project because of her unique situation. And no, neither Admiral Owens nor I are prepared to answer questions about what those special abilities are.” 
 
    Arnold could see that most present didn’t like that answer, but he really didn’t care. One sure way to cripple the project was for something to happen to Victoria. Chinese intelligence was very good at creating accidents. 
 
    “What about the Chinese doing the same thing to us?” McNair asked. “I realized they couldn’t do it with the fighter, but they have a swarm of destroyers that could accelerate to that speed.” 
 
    “I worry about that as well, and already have my staff working on defensive strategies,” Arnold responded. “By the end of the week, there’ll be a destroyer division patrolling around Earth at 0.1c. We will swap the five destroyers of the patrol out at weekly intervals. As the replacement division accelerates, the division on patrol will begin slowing down.” 
 
    “How long will it take to get up to that speed?” Commodore Joy Drake, McNair’s chief of staff, asked. 
 
    “We can only expose the crew to high g-forces for limited lengths of time. So we speed up at ten gravities for five minutes, then coast for twenty-five. We continue this process for forty-eight hours,” Arnold explained. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” McNair said. “Your one-man fighter can get to that speed in twelve hours, but a destroyer will take forty-eight hours to do it. That doesn’t make sense to me.” 
 
    “The Wraith has a unique drive system,” Admiral Owens explained. “It actually has two drive systems. The destroyers will take forty-eight hours because their crews can’t take extended acceleration at ten gravities. It only takes five hours of acceleration at that rate to reach the speed, but the crew would be dead before even coming close to that. The Wraith fighter has a drive system that lets it accelerate at two gravities. With a little training and a G suit, a pilot can endure that acceleration for an extended period.” 
 
    “Do it, Arnold,” McNair ordered. “I approve of the patrols. When I heard that the recon fighter could outrun the Chinese missiles, I became concerned that they could pull the same trick on us.” 
 
    “When are you going to launch the next phase of the project?” Nancy O’Shaughnessy asked. 
 
    Jeremy Owens inwardly chuckled at the intelligence officer’s excitement. “We need to evaluate all the telemetry from the fighter to make sure nothing unexpected happened. That time will also allow her pilot to recover from the mission. Tentatively, a week from today.” 
 
    “How long will it take for her to get there?” the chief of staff asked. 
 
    Jeremy Owens vigorously shook his head. “I’m not going to discuss any details of the mission. Only a handful of people know about this and even fewer know details. I intend to keep it that way.” 
 
    Arnold Buckner could tell that the answer didn’t please the Space Force commander. But Jeremy is right. The Chinese always seem to be one step ahead of us. I don’t doubt there are agents or informants inside some of the staff. It’s one reason I don’t share much with mine. 
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18. Jupiter 
 
    Victoria was 100,000 miles from Europa and moving at a speed of 0.12c. It’d taken her sixty hours to get to this point, sixty very long and tiring hours. Because of the various course corrections and the need to control her fighter’s two engines, Vicki hadn’t been able to use virtual reality to pass the time. 
 
    A glance at the reconnaissance pod’s repeater screen mounted on the left-hand side of her cockpit showed that the reasoning behind this mission was sound. The screen was full of dots representing various Chinese ships in the Jupiter planetary system. 
 
    There were hundreds of them. Maybe even thousands, Vicki thought as she studied the screen. A lot more than a simple hydrogen mining facility needs. 
 
    The reconnaissance package, comprising the pod, a computer system, and the display in her cockpit, was rapidly cataloging every contact. It didn’t bother updating the tactical display with information concerning every image, but what it did update was concerning. 
 
    The United States and its Western allies had always assumed that the Chinese had built shipbuilding facilities in the Jupiter system. Victoria could see that there wasn’t only one, but three. Two of them were small, likely to build smaller craft, Victoria speculated. Maybe even fighters. But one was large, larger than anyone would have guessed, and obviously used to build warships. 
 
    Victoria counted at least fifteen destroyer- or corvette-size warships in the immediate area. She immediately wondered how many were on the backside of the planet that she couldn’t see. But it was the fighters that concerned her the most. There were hundreds of them. 
 
    Victoria made a slight course correction that would allow her fighter to slip through a gap in the area sensor coverage and continued to bore into the system. As she did so, the tactical display alerted her to an even more concerning discovery. The large ship she assumed was a freighter suddenly began launching space fighters. 
 
    Shit! They’ve built themselves a carrier and have it sitting out here on our flank. This is trouble. 
 
    Vicki decided she’d seen enough and adjusted course to exit the area. That’s when her fighter’s tactical display sounded a warning. Eight fighters on patrol ahead of her had adjusted course and accelerated straight toward her. They must have detected me on some type of passive sensor system. Compared to her fighter, the Chinese were crawling toward her, but it didn’t really matter. She had to pass right by them to get out of the system. If she took any other course, she’d add significant time to her return trip. And run out of air. 
 
    The reconnaissance probe’s tactical display suddenly changed. It had switched to a long-range view of the planetary system and Vicki’s eyes went wide. The probe had detected eight Chinese destroyers bearing down on her at a speed of 0.1c. Victoria realized the enemy had been waiting for her. 
 
    Dammit, Vicki thought, and pounded the fighter’s fuselage with her right hand. I should have expected this. After all, it’s the same precaution Dad put in place around Earth. The Chinese had improved upon her father’s deployment. They were using fighters to herd Vicki into the destroyer’s kill box. Even though she was still moving faster than the warships, they were going fast enough that their missiles could intercept her. 
 
    If it was me, I’d volley fire every missile I had along the path I have to take, Victoria thought. Shit. Vicki suddenly remembered that one of the engineer’s weight- and space-saving measures had been the removal of the Wraith’s countermeasures. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Excellent job, Colonel,” Major General Lei Hao said to his new fighter commander. Lei Hao had skillfully manipulated the blame for his force’s loss against the American carrier Midway to Colonel Deng Xiao, his fighter commander at the time, and the man who had devised the attack plan. Upon his force’s return to Jupiter, the high command had replaced the disgraced colonel with Yang Meng. 
 
    “Thank you, Your Excellency,” Yang Meng responded. “I have to admit, the speed of this American reconnaissance craft posed a challenge in developing a defense.” The new fighter commander didn’t mention that he based most of his strategy on what the Americans were doing around Earth. 
 
    “But what about the information that fighter has already obtained?” Senior Colonel Ren Shih asked. The chief of staff was concerned about the Americans discovering China’s plans. 
 
    “First off, it’s an incredible amount of information,” the former fighter pilot explained. “And that fighter doesn’t have the communication equipment to transmit it.” Colonel Yang Meng waved a hand in a dismissive gesture. “I’m sure the pilot is sending back voice transmissions and maybe even giving descriptions, or at least is trying to, but we’re jamming everything in the area to prevent anything from getting back to his masters.” 
 
    “And when the destroyers finish him, they will lose everything,” Major General Lei Hao said with confidence. 
 
    “There is the slight possibility that the fighter could escape our trap, Your Excellency,” Colonel Yang Meng said. The fighter commander saw the sharp look his boss gave him and quickly continued. “The pilot could evade the kill box, but only by flying into open space. Doing that would only delay the inevitable, though. That fighter can only carry so much oxygen and fuel, and the pilot will die streaking off into the outer portions of the star system. Remember that craft has to return for them to retrieve the data, so as long as we keep that from happening, we win.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Dammit, they’ve really boxed me in, Vicki thought. She’d spent two precious minutes working on escape routes and hadn’t been able to find one that would get her safely back to Earth. There was one course that offered a slim chance of survival, and Vicki decided it was time to commit to it. 
 
    Victoria nudged the control stick to the left. Instead of flying between the two lines of destroyers that were rapidly approaching, her new course would pass outside of both of them. Her fighter would never come within range of the farthest line of four destroyers. As for the nearest four destroyers, she would come within range of their missiles. Victoria hoped the second part of her plan would allow her to avoid those missiles. 
 
    Vicki stared at the tactical display. “Come on assholes, launch!” she yelled at the screen. Then it happened. Each of the four nearest destroyers launched eight missiles. If Vicki did nothing, she’d be hard-pressed to evade all thirty-two missiles, but doing nothing wasn’t in her nature. Victoria hit the toggle switch, ignited her fusion torch engine, and was instantly slammed back into her flight seat by five gravities of acceleration. The sudden acceleration threw off the targeting solutions of all the missiles. Every one of them ended up in a stern chase of her fighter. It was a race none of them could win. 
 
    The problem with the action was that she would fly off into nowhere with almost no hydrogen fuel left. But if her father could act quickly, there was a way they could save her. 
 
    *** 
 
    It took two chimes of her communication panel before Captain Doris Pearce answered. “Captain here,” Midway’s captain answered. Even though she’d been sound asleep, the captain of a warship got used to being awoken in the middle of the night. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you, ma’am,” Commander Susan Hathaway, Midway’s navigator and currently its officer of the deck, said. “We just received a priority message from fleet command. It’s coded as Your Eyes Only and direct from Admiral Buckner.” 
 
    Doris smirked. She’d received messages like this before and their content was never good. Doris pulled her robe on over the sleeping shorts and T-shirt she routinely wore to bed. “Have the messenger bring it to my space cabin.” 
 
    Midway’s Captain swam in the microgravity and reached her desk just before her cabin door opened to admit the messenger. Doris strapped herself into her desk chair and took the offered computer tablet. She dismissed the spacer with a nod and waited till he’d left the cabin before inputting her personal codes to read the message. 
 
    As soon as she finished inputting her security code and making a thumbprint on the tablet, the face of Admiral Arnold Buckner, the commander of all Space Force fleet units, appeared. Doris listened intently as her boss explained the orders and instructions attached to his message. 
 
    The mission Admiral Buckner had assigned to her ship was time sensitive. That meant Doris had to dispense with the normal routine associated with mission orders. She didn’t have time to discuss them with her senior command team, or with the other ships of her command. Hell, to be successful, I don’t even have time to put a uniform on, Doris thought as she unstrapped and floated toward the door out of her cabin and onto Midway’s bridge. 
 
    “Captain on the bridge,” the boatswain of the watch announced as the watch stander saw her. 
 
    “Carry on, people,” Captain Pearce said, and headed toward her command chair. She couldn’t help but see the concerned look on every watch stander’s face. Everyone knew their captain had just received a priority message from the fleet commander and now here she was on her bridge in her bathrobe. Something, they all knew, was up. 
 
    “I have the deck and the con,” Doris announced as she strapped into the captain’s chair. While doing that, she motioned Commander Hathaway to take the XO’s vacant seat. “Stay close, Susan, once I get things moving, I’ll need you to take back the watch.” 
 
    Doris looked down at the tablet containing the special orders. “Communications, send a message to all other fleet units of the Saturn force. Inform them that Midway has received special orders and will leave on a special mission. Inform Captain O’Kennedy that I’m appointing him acting commander of the force till I return.” 
 
    Doris listened as the communications officer repeated her message and nodded. “Send it, comms. Helm, give us a two-second burst on the fusion engine and bring us around to the course I’m sending you,” Doris ordered, and uploaded the course in the special orders. The brief burst of the fusion engine would startle the crew, but not be uncomfortable. Being uncomfortable would happen within the next thirty minutes. 
 
    “Communications, I want a meeting of all senior department heads here on the bridge in the next ten minutes,” Doris ordered. “Wake them all up and get their asses here!” 
 
    Midway’s captain didn’t even bother waiting for the communications officer to repeat her order before turning to the boatswain of the watch. “Boats, sound the alert for high-g operations. Midway will conduct an extended boost in thirty minutes.” 
 
    Doris heard the growl of the high-gravity alert sound accompanied by the flashing red lights. The crew of Midway started preparing themselves for the five gravities of acceleration they’d soon experience. 
 
    It didn’t take ten minutes for Doris’s senior department heads to arrive on the bridge. Most of them were already on their way because of the high-g alert and hadn’t received the captain’s summons. Doris took a quick look around her bridge. She really didn’t want to hold the briefing here, but they really didn’t have time to go to her space cabin to hold one. Doris motioned for the officers to close in around her chair. To an outside observer, the meeting would’ve looked humorous. Because of the lack of gravity, three of her officers floated above her chair, staring down at her as the rest circled. 
 
    “The admiral has given us a special mission we need to execute immediately,” Doris began. She was sure everyone knew the admiral was Arnold Buckner, the commander of Space Fleet. “I’ll tell you everything I know, which isn’t much.” 
 
    “Well, the course you set has us flying out toward nowhere,” Susan Hathaway, the ship’s navigator, said. She’d been the officer of the deck and had heard the captain’s orders to the helm. 
 
    Doris raised the display attached to her command chair and typed in some commands. “We’re headed here”—she highlighted an area of space—“and we need to be there within the next twenty-four hours.” 
 
    Walt Lowe, Midway’s XO, whistled. “We are going to have to push this old tub hard to get there in a day. I take it we’re going to do an emergency burn?” 
 
    Doris nodded. An emergency burn would push the Midway and her crew to the limits of their endurance. They’d accelerate for thirty minutes at five gravities, then coast for thirty and then do it again. “It’s the only way we can build enough speed to get there in time.” 
 
    “And what will we find when we get there?” Chris Brading, the tactical officer, asked. 
 
    Doris did a quick look around the bridge again. “They sent a special reconnaissance mission to Jupiter to see what the Chinese are up to,” she said in a hushed voice. “The mission was successful, but the Chinese reacted more quickly and better than the mission planners expected. They cut off the recon ship and prevented its return to Earth. It had to burn up the rest of its hydrogen fuel simply to escape the system and is now headed out to nowhere.” 
 
    The navigator nodded, finally understanding the situation. “And they want us to intercept the ship and recover the data. But, if we know the course, we could intercept it anywhere along the flight path. Why the rush to get to this location?” 
 
    “Because it wasn’t an unmanned probe,” Doris informed the group. “And unless we can get to this area of space, the pilot won’t have enough air to survive.” 
 
    “I know that the data the ship’s carrying is of great importance, but I really want to look at the ship that could do this,” Midway’s CAG said. “What are we waiting for?” 
 
    “We are waiting, Joe, and the rest of you, for you to get your departments ready for ten-gravity acceleration,” Doris answered. “Go and get your people ready.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vicki was in deep meditation, lying on the beach of Maui, when the alarm startled her. It took her a moment to return to reality, but she silenced the annoying chirp and scanned her display. 
 
    Damn, oxygen reserves are down to 5 percent. 
 
    Victoria then scanned the rest of the display. The status of her other consumables wasn’t much better. Hydrogen levels were at 10 percent, and fuel reserves for the ion engine were at 8 percent. She then looked at the tactical display updated by her fighter’s reconnaissance probe. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Victoria validated she was well within the rendezvous box established for her rescue. There was no sign of the carrier Midway. 
 
    Well, you knew it was a long shot, Vicki, especially since you’re several hours early. But it was the only chance you had. 
 
    Victoria had struggled to escape the Jupiter planetary system. The Chinese destroyers had been more persistent than she had planned. When she’d evaded the missile trap near Europa and streaked past the eight destroyers that had ambushed her, Victoria initially thought she was in the clear. But the Chinese quickly dashed that hope when the destroyers turned and chased her. 
 
    With eight destroyers hot on her heels, Victoria couldn’t begin decelerating. In fact, she had to continue to burn her ion engine to stay ahead of her would-be attackers. Finally, after eight hours of pursuit, the destroyers had broken off the chase and turned back toward their Jupiter bases. Victoria had immediately flipped her fighter over and decelerated. She’d been burning the ion engine ever since but was still going far too fast. 
 
    Victoria used her computer tablet and began calculating how much fuel she had left. Based on her current reserves, she could use the ion engine for another eight hours and had five minutes of burn time for her fusion torch engine. 
 
    The fusion torch fuel won’t accomplish anything. That little time won’t slow me down much and will leave me with only battery power. As for the ion engine, I’ll be dead due to lack of oxygen well before I use that up. 
 
    Vicki checked her position. She was well away from Jupiter now, headed toward the outer portions of the solar system. 
 
    Even if Midway can’t save me, Dad needs the information the ship carries. And there’s no enemies around to worry about seeing me, Victoria decided as she switched the reconnaissance pod from passive to active sensors. Lidar and radar waves instantly expanded from around the fighter, extending the reach and clarity of her sensors. 
 
    At least this way, Midway has a chance to track down my fighter and recover the sensor data. 
 
    Victoria, having resigned herself to death, was suddenly surprised, ten minutes later, when the tactical computer alarmed and showed a contact closing on her position. It was ten thousand miles away and closing fast. 
 
    It had to be Midway. 
 
    A minute later, the tactical display updated and indicated that indeed it was the Midway. The sensors had picked up the carrier’s IFF beacon. Victoria nudged the control stick to the right and used what little thruster fuel she had left to put her fighter on an intercept course. 
 
    It took several minutes, but the sensors finally gave her a complete update on the Midway’s course and speed. The large carrier was going faster than she was, Vicki realized. 
 
    Damn, this might just work. Midway will have to slow down, but I’m sure she doesn’t have a fuel problem. Even as fast as I’m going, I could still land on her. 
 
    For a fighter to land on a carrier in space, the fighter had to be going slightly faster than the carrier. As the fighter entered the landing bay, the magnetic arresting gear would capture the fighter. An action normally done at speeds measured in thousands of miles per hour. If she was to live, she’d have to land at a speed measured in fractions of the speed of light. 
 
    But Midway is going fast enough. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Contact,” the watch stander at the tactical station announced. “Some type of vessel just went active with its sensors.” 
 
    “Where away?” Commander Christopher Brading, the on-watch officer of the deck, asked. 
 
    “Hold on, sir. The contact is maneuvering,” the sensor technician replied. “There, it’s steadied up. It’s a small contact, likely the size of a fighter, sir. The contact changed course to intercept us. Its speed is 0.07c at a range of ten thousand miles. Between its speed and our own, the range is closing rapidly.” 
 
    Commander Brading checked the clock. They were due to begin another fusion burn in ten minutes. “Helm, flip the ship and standby to decelerate.” 
 
    Brading then hit the comm switch on the command chair’s arm to call the captain. “Ma’am, we’ve picked up our contact.” 
 
    Within a minute, Brading heard the bos’n announce “Captain on deck,” and then Midway’s skipper floated next to the command chair. “Just picked it up, ma’am. The vessel changed course and is on an intercept with us and is closing fast. I’ve already flipped the ship for decel.” 
 
    As soon as he finished his report, Brading unstrapped and slid out of the command seat. Midway’s captain quickly replaced him. 
 
    Doris Pearce checked the tactical display. “We are going just a little faster than he is, but too fast for him to land. Bo’sun, sound the high-g alarm.” 
 
    Midway’s captain waited for the warning alarm to finish before she continued. “Helm, light off the main drive.” Instantly, five gravities slammed everyone into their seats. With the weight of an elephant sitting on her chest, it took some effort for Doris to stay focused on the tactical display. The computers were telling her it would take fifty minutes to slow down enough for the fighter to land. 
 
    

  

 
   
    I hope the pilot has enough air left to do that, Doris thought. It was obvious to Midway’s captain that the pilot was still alive since they’d maneuvered the craft to intercept her carrier. 
 
    *** 
 
    Don’t screw this up, Vicki, you won’t get a second chance, Victoria thought as she lined her fighter up with Midway’s port landing bay. It had been nearly twelve years since the last time she’d landed on this carrier, and it gave her a feeling like she was coming home. 
 
    Vicki hadn’t communicated with the carrier, but she hadn’t expected to. Midway’s two massive fusion engines were still roaring, attempting to slow the massive ship. The high gravity trapped every single person on that ship in chairs, couches, or beds, unable to do anything. 
 
    Victoria switched on the Wraith’s automated landing system. The ALS immediately locked on to the landing beacon of the carrier port bay and aligned the fighter. Vicki realized the speed differential between her and the carrier was still too great, but she didn’t have a choice. The red warning light on the oxygen display had been on for ten minutes. Regardless of how accurate the meter was, Vicki was sure the only oxygen she had left was what remained in the cockpit of her fighter. 
 
    The landing was unusual in so many ways. Normally, the fighter had to approach the carrier, swinging around and flying into one of its two landing bays. This would be the opposite. The carrier was flying backwards, engines blasting plasma into space, desperately continuing its deceleration. All Victoria had to do was line her fighter up and let the carrier come to her. 
 
    But what if? Vicki thought. She shook her head. No, that’s idiotic. I must be suffering from oxygen deprivation. But what if I lit off my fusion engine and sped up? Listen to yourself, Vicki, that’s stupid. You don’t speed up to land, you never speed up to land. 
 
    Vicki’s next action had to have been based on instinct, not the muddled thoughts her brain was generating. She toggled her fusion torch engine, and the acceleration slammed into her pilot couch. It made no sense; she was now accelerating and the speed of the Wraith slowly increased. What the burst of speed accomplished was to decrease the difference in velocity between the two ships. 
 
    As the nose of Vicki’s fighter crossed the barrier of Midway’s bay, she toggled off her engine. Victoria felt the bay’s magnetic arrestors grab her ship just as she blacked out. 
 
    *** 
 
    Doris was staring at the multiple displays on the bridge’s forward display screen. “Computer,” she managed to croak out under the strain of the g-forces, “kill the drives.” 
 
    Midway’s central computer could accept limited voice commands. The designers knew that controlling the ship’s gravity drives would be difficult during acceleration and programmed the computer to accept verbal commands from designated officers to turn off the drives. 
 
    Doris heard a collective gasp as every officer on the bridge took deep breaths to recover from the high g-force experience. “Port landing bay, let’s get that fighter secured,” Doris ordered over the comm channel. 
 
    “Already working on it, Skipper,” the calm voice of Midway’s CAG responded. 
 
    It didn’t surprise Doris that the veteran pilot was already on the issue. Because they routinely experience high g-forces, space fighter pilots were capable of actions in the high gravity situations. It was unsurprising that they would recover first. 
 
    “I have to say that was the most unusual fighter landing I’ve ever seen,” the CAG continued. “I saw the magnetic arrestors literally snatch the fighter and hold it in place.” 
 
    “How soon can we get her into the pressurized hangar bay?” 
 
    “Five minutes, boss,” Joe Spargo answered. “I don’t know what shape she’s in. I know she was alive when she came over the threshold, though. She actually had the foresight to burn her own engine on the way in. The pilot switched it off just as she crossed into the bay. We’ve tried calling her over the radio, but we’ve gotten no response. The plane handlers report they’re getting no response from hand signals.” 
 
    “I already have med teams on their way to the hangar,” Doris said. “It’d be a shame to come so close and still lose the pilot.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vicki’s eyes fluttered open. Damn, this is déjà vu, she thought as she recognized the white ceiling of a medical facility. She did a quick mental check of her prosthetics through the neural link and found that everything was working. Victoria realized she had an oxygen mask covering her face and several IVs in her right arm. 
 
    “Easy there, Commander.” She heard a voice from beyond her vision. “It was touch and go for a little bit, but you’re in the clear now.” 
 
    A balding, middle-aged man wearing glasses appeared next to her bed. “I’m Doc Franklin, Midway’s chief medical officer. You’re the first person I’ve ever heard of who’s used up every speck of oxygen in her fighter. I’m sure there’ll be some interesting discussions concerning that.” 
 
    “But I’m okay?” Vicki asked. The question came out as a mumble through the oxygen mask she wore. 
 
    “You passed out from lack of oxygen, but based on initial observation, I don’t think there’s any loss of brain function. You also suffered from dehydration”—Mike Franklin waved at the IV bags—“which is why I have you on IVs. We’ll want to run some more tests, but for what you’ve been through, and what you did, you’re in excellent condition.” 
 
    “Has Midway informed fleet command?” 
 
    “I can’t speak to that personally, but I’m sure the captain informed fleet command we were successful in recovering you,” Doc Franklin said. “I will say you have the most unique set of prosthetics I’ve ever seen. And yes, before you ask, we ruined two needles trying to put an IV into your left arm.” 
 
    Vicki couldn’t help but laugh at the comment. She held up the left arm. “It may look natural, but it’s a Kevlar-like skin.” 
 
    Vicki noticed the doctor stiffen and assumed someone important had entered the room. A middle-aged black woman floated into view on the right side of Vicki’s bed. 
 
    “Commander Buckner, I’m Captain Doris Pearce, Midway’s CO. I wanted to personally welcome you home. I know you served aboard the old girl years ago.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain, and thank you for coming to get me,” Vicki responded. “Has my …” 
 
    Captain Pearce cut her off before she could finish asking the question. “Your father already knows that you are safely aboard.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Victoria said. “And the data in my ship?” 
 
    “We’ve already copied it into Midway’s computer, and we’ve sent both a probe and encrypted laser messages to fleet with the information,” Pearce responded. “You’ve done your part now. Let us do ours. I want you to rest and relax.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “As I said at the start of the presentation, these are only initial conclusions. The people reviewing the data have only had a day with the information. It’ll be at least a week before the analysts have a complete picture of what’s going on in the Jupiter system,” Commodore Nancy O’Shaughnessy reminded the group of Space Force officers. 
 
    The room was silent. The other three officers present sat stunned after hearing the intelligence officer’s evaluation. 
 
    Sixteen destroyers, and God knows how many fighters, Arnold Buckner thought. That’s nearly as many as they have in their home fleet. And then there’s the poor man’s carrier they’ve managed to piece together. 
 
    “Any preliminary guess on how many fighters that carrier can handle?” Vice Admiral Edgar Danforth asked. 
 
    “It’s just a guesstimate at this time, but the probe did capture images of them launching one of its squadrons,” Nancy answered. “Based on that, we extrapolate that the carrier probably carries eighty.” 
 
    “I’m not seeing any traditional landing bays on it,” Arnold noted. As both a former space fighter pilot and the commander of a space carrier, he had quickly noticed what the Chinese carrier didn’t have. 
 
    “The probe captured some data late in the run that shows that they don’t land fighters the way we do,” Nancy said. “Whereas a US carrier traps a fighter that’s landing, the Chinese appear to match speeds with the craft and then pull it in, probably using some sort of magnetic grappler.” 
 
    “I would think that would be inefficient,” Danforth offered. 
 
    Arnold turned and looked at the other former space fighter pilot. “It is. It takes a long time to match speeds that closely, and that’s going to significantly impact how fast they can turn fighters around. Some of the original designs of our own carriers considered that type of landing system, but we shelved those ideas in favor of the magnetic arrest system.” 
 
    “I didn’t bring it up in the discussion, but we’re concerned about these ships as well,” Nancy O’Shaughnessy said as she pulled up an image and highlighted several Chinese vessels. “They’re tanker-sized ships, but if you take a closer look at their sides, you’ll see what we believe might be launch bays.” 
 
    “Mini-carriers,” Arnold said. “Similar to the escort carriers the US Navy built during World War II.” 
 
    O’Shaughnessy nodded. “Like I said, that’s speculation. We didn’t see any of those ships launch any fighters. The analysts are going to have to pour over the information and, even then, it will only be a guess.” 
 
    It was Arnold Buckner’s turn to nod. “If they are small carriers, what does that give them as far as capability?” 
 
    “We counted ten of them, plus the larger carrier they’ve cobbled together,” Commodore O’Shaughnessy responded. “Call it a hundred and eighty fighters that they could launch in an attack.” 
 
    “That would definitely shift the balance of power around Earth,” Danforth stated. “We’re hard-pressed just the stop the four carriers they have now.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say this outside this room, but until the dockyard can fix Hornet, I’m not sure we could stop them,” Arnold said. 
 
    “But our missile cruisers surely make up the difference,” Rear Admiral Scott Murphy, the meeting’s fourth attendee, spoke up for the first time. 
 
    “I may have to tie them down in defense of the space stations,” Arnold said. “Remember, we can’t do anything until they shoot, which puts us on the defensive. No, our three carriers will be on their own, at least for the first part of the battle.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll send their Jupiter forces here,” Nancy said. 
 
    “Saturn?” Arnold asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I think they’ll send a strong attack force to Saturn to wipe out our small fleet out there and then destroy our fuel facilities. Then they’ll dare us to do something about it,” the intelligence officer speculated openly. “The one saving grace is that we will have time to react. They built their Jupiter carriers on civilian hulls. Thus, they only have a limited acceleration. It’s going to take them a while to get from Jupiter to Saturn with those ships, so we will have a chance to prepare.” 
 
    “Prepare to do what?” Arnold said defensively. “The cupboard is bare, Nancy. I know my fleet has nothing to send. If Hornet was in one piece, it might tempt me to send her, but that’s six months away.” 
 
    “What do we tell the chief?” Scott Murphy asked. 
 
    “I’ll let him know the reconnaissance mission was a success, and that Nancy is evaluating the information. We’ll tell Admiral McNair that the Chinese have sixteen destroyers and a lot of fighters in the Jupiter system. I won’t bring up our speculation about the rest of their force.” Arnold saw the raised eyebrows of the other officers present. 
 
    “You know as well as I do there are spies in all our staffs. I’m not going to share this with anyone in my staff, but if we make this general knowledge to Admiral McNair and the rest of the team, the Chinese high command will know what we learned within twelve hours. The fleet really needs as much time as possible to get ready for the attack. I don’t want to spook them into attacking early because they find out we know.” Arnold Buckner saw understanding and nods of agreement from the rest of the officers. 
 
    “When do you think you’ll do that, Arnold?” Nancy asked. “Because I’d like to make sure I’m off the station before you do.” Commodore O’Shaughnessy saw the curious look Arnold Buckner gave her. “Once you tell him you know he’s gonna call me in and give me the third degree. I don’t want to lie to the man, so not being around lets me evade the questions.” 
 
    “I’ll hold off till 1600 then. Does that work?” 
 
    “I’ll be well out of the traffic pattern by then. Thank you, Arnold.” 
 
    “I think we all have a lot to do, so we should be about it,” Admiral Buckner said. 
 
    As the other participants left the room, Scott Murphy realized he had a resource that he could send to Saturn that no one had thought about. He wasn’t sure how much a difference it would make, but he needed to get some fighters converted and talk to Norman Stecker about how far along his special squadron was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19. A Gathering of Eagles 
 
    Captain Norman Stecker, US Space Force, was in a good mood when he arrived at his office. He was always in a good mood on a day where he could fly. Norman had been up at the crack of dawn and taken his double section of student pilots on a morning training exercise. He spent four hours putting the seven pilots through a variety of combat maneuvers, formation flying, and attack runs on the base’s live fire range. 
 
    Space Force had formed Fighter Squadron VF-25 to train twenty-three special pilots, each an amputee that Professor Malcolm Forrester had fitted with special neural links to control the prosthetics he’d designed. The new artificial limbs were more robotic than anything else previously attempted. Microchips embedded in each prosthetic connected wirelessly to the neural link, allowing the former cripple to control the limbs. The result was remarkable. Each cripple could control their new artificial limbs in ways never previously imagined. 
 
    When Stecker had taken over the training of the squadron, he’d reorganized the pilots into three double sections. A standard Space Force squadron comprised four sections of four fighters each, for a total strength of sixteen fighters. Stecker’s double sections were of eight planes each. There was a method to his madness. While all the volunteers for the program had been former pilots, only three had combat experience flying atmospheric or space fighters. The rest were a mix of helicopter, commercial, or noncombat flyers. All knew how to fly, but they had no combat training. 
 
    Stecker, the only non-special pilot in the squadron, led the first section. When training was complete, Commander Victoria Buckner would lead that section. Vicki, his soon-to-be bride, would be the squadron commander. She was currently on detached duty, testing the new space fighter the squadron would use. Norm was filling in as the squadron commander for her while she was away and was in overall charge of the training. 
 
    The two experienced combat pilots led the other two double sections. Captain Stuart Barnes had been a Marine pilot before enemy ground fire destroyed the F-35 he’d been flying in a support mission. Stuart had lost both legs in the crash. Lieutenant Sharon Bitters had become an amputee when her Air Force F-35 had crashed during a training mission. Both officers were now lieutenants in the United States Space Force, having swapped over when each volunteered for the program. 
 
    “There’s an important message from Admiral Owens waiting for you, sir,” Norm’s yeomen announced as he strode through his outer office. 
 
    “Send it to my console,” Norm answered as he opened the door to his office. “And if there’s any coffee, I’d love some.” 
 
    Norman slid into the chair behind his desk and pulled up the message from his boss, Rear Admiral Jeremy Owens, Space Force’s director of research and development. His cheerful mood quickly disappeared as he read through the message. No, it’s really an order, Norm thought. We’re not going to get the time to do this the way I wanted. 
 
    Norman looked up as his yeomen entered the office and sat a cup of black coffee on his desk. “I need to see Lieutenants Barnes and Bitters.” 
 
    The yeomen, a Space Force chief petty officer, had been around the block a time or two. “New orders, sir?” 
 
    Norman nodded and tapped the computer screen. “The admiral will be here tomorrow to fill in the details, but yeah, Chief, new orders. I need to see the two lieutenants sooner rather than later. Barnes should be over in the simulator building with his sections, and Bitters’s team is doing classroom work today.” 
 
    The chief petty officer glanced at the clock on the wall. “I’ll tell them to be here at 1100, sir.” 
 
    Precisely on the dot, the two lieutenants marched through the door of his office and came to attention in front of Norman’s desk. Space Force had adopted most, if not all, the US Navy’s rituals and traditions. Space Force officers didn’t salute indoors unless they were under arms. 
 
    “Hilarious, you two,” Norman said, and waved them into the chairs across from him. “You can knock the parade ground shit off.” 
 
    “What’s up, boss?” the soprano voice of Sharon Bitters asked. 
 
    “New orders from the admiral, who, by the way, will be here tomorrow to review where we stand and explain the reason for the change in orders.” That statement got both of his subordinates’ attention. 
 
    “Let me guess, they’re speeding up the training program,” Scott said. 
 
    “Give the man a kewpie doll. He got it on the first try,” Norman said. “I don’t know what’s changed things, but I’m sure the admiral will tell us tomorrow. On Wednesday, those pilots we feel are ready to begin the advanced training will boost up to Lovell Station.” 
 
    “All of my people are good to go,” Sharon quickly responded. 
 
    When the former Marine didn’t respond, Norman spoke up. “Scott?” 
 
    “I’ve got three I’m not sure about,” Scott replied reluctantly. Then he waved a hand in dismissal. “Oh, they can fly the space fighter, I don’t doubt that. I’m just concerned about them in a combat situation. All three were commercial pilots.” 
 
    Norman leaned back in his chair and thought about that. “I have two like that as well.” Norm took a moment to process what he was thinking. “We’ll take them all,” he finally decided. “There are plenty of noncombat duties they may fill as part of the mission.” 
 
    As Norman thought about the new direction of the training program, he couldn’t help but think that Victoria’s secret mission had to have something to do with what was going on. 
 
    *** 
 
    As Rear Admiral Jeremy Owens walked through the open door of Norman Stecker’s office, he turned and spoke to his aide. “Wait for me out here, George. What Captain Stecker and I need to discuss is sensitive.” 
 
    Owens could see both disappointment and confusion spread across his aide’s face. He understood the reason. As the aide to an officer on the Space Force staff, he’d been cleared to have access to information classified at the highest security levels. 
 
    “It’s nothing against you, George. We’re just limiting the spread of this information,” Jeremy said, attempting to apply salve to the wound. 
 
    The head of Space Fleet research and development continued on into the office and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Admiral,” Stecker said. 
 
    Owens noted Stecker was standing at attention behind his desk and waved him back into his seat. “We can dispense with the formalities, Norman,” Jeremy said as he walked and took the seat across the desk from Stecker. 
 
    “Based on your orders from yesterday, I’m guessing that Commander Buckner penetrated the Jupiter defensive screen.” 
 
    “And what she found is scaring the hell out of all of us,” Jeremy said. “And yes, she gave us a good look at the Jupiter planetary system. Oh, and before I forget, she made it safely to Saturn.” 
 
    “Saturn!” Norm said in surprise. 
 
    Admiral Owens chuckled. “Turns out the Chinese expected us to try to take a peek into their Jupiter operations and set up a pretty slick ambush. They had eight destroyers whipping around the system at 0.1c. They actually launched missiles at the Wraith fighter, but Vicki easily evaded them. What they did do was to prevent her from turning back toward Earth. So, she arranged to head toward open space and we had the Midway intercept her. She’s currently safely aboard the carrier and they’re going to take her to the edge of the asteroid belt where she can launch and return to Lovell Station.” 
 
    “Thank you for telling me that, Admiral. I hadn’t heard anything. I knew she was going on the mission but didn’t know she’d already left.” 
 
    “Obviously, everything had to be kept under wraps,” Admiral Owens explained. “And other than the sending the recon data back to us, Midway has been running silent.” 
 
    “What did my future wife find at Jupiter that has everyone so scared?” 
 
    “The Chinese have a lot of force out there. More than we expected. Warship-wise, they have at least twenty destroyers.” Owens paused for effect. “And they have a carrier.” 
 
    “A carrier! We knew they’d built a yard in the Jupiter system, but I didn’t suspect that had the capability of building a carrier.” 
 
    “The yard they built is only big enough to build tankers and obviously destroyers. The carrier is a modular design. It’s literally just a bunch of tanker bodies they cobbled together. Doesn’t have much in the way of offensive or defensive armament, but our initial guess is that it carries eighty fighters.” 
 
    “And all of that is sitting out there, waiting to sweep in behind us.” 
 
    “But wait, there’s more,” Owens said, using the old infomercial pitch. “They’ve also built some escort carriers. Large tankers that carry ten fighters each. We counted ten of those, but they may have more.” 
 
    “So, the equivalent of another carrier,” Norm observed. 
 
    “In terms of fighter capacity, yes. But while their destroyers are true warships, the carriers aren’t. They use the same propulsion systems as the tankers. With that small amount of acceleration, they’re not going to sneak up on us.” 
 
    “So you want the squadron up at Lovell to help reinforce local defenses?” 
 
    “Commodore O’Shaughnessy doesn’t think they will initially direct those forces against Earth. Based on everything the Chinese have done over the last two years, we think they’ll attack Saturn.” 
 
    “And because there’s always the possibility they might target Earth, we can’t send the Midway task force any help.” Scott said. 
 
    “There is one force we can send them,” Owens said. “And while twenty-four fighters might not seem like much, they could make a difference.” 
 
    Norman understood what the squadron was going to be asked to do. Because the new Wraith fighters had extended endurance, they could make the trip to Saturn. Hell, Vicki just did, and she had to coast a good bit of the way trying to be stealthy. We could burn the impulse drives the whole time. 
 
    “I’ve got Mike Babcock, the Wraith’s chief designer, working with Admiral Murphy to get additional birds ready to fly. I need you to get the squadron up to Lovell so they can begin orientation.” 
 
    “We’re working on that, Admiral. Everyone’s packing their gear and will go up tomorrow. How long do you think we have?” 
 
    “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?” Owens responded. “I don’t think the Chinese are quite ready to move, but I worry this little recon mission might force their hand.” The director of research and development’s face took on a worried look. “Let’s just say the sooner you get the squadron ready, the better.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Permission to enter the bridge?” Captain Doris Pearce heard a voice ask from behind her. Midway’s captain turned in her command chair and saw Commander Victoria Buckner standing in the access hatch. 
 
    “Permission granted,” Doris said, and motioned the commander towards her chair. 
 
    Victoria swam across the bridge, weaving in and out of watch standers in the zero gravity till she was next to the captain. Though still tired, Vicki had recovered from her arduous flight. Midway’s chief medical officer had released her from sick bay just that morning. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to be worrying about it, but I received orders concerning you several hours ago. Fleet wants you back at Lovell Station as soon as possible,” Doris said. “To facilitate that, Midway’s been on a course toward the asteroid belt.” Midway’s captain motioned to the tactical display on the front bulkhead of the bridge. 
 
    Victoria saw the carrier’s course displayed and saw that they were approaching a point that was on a straight line between Saturn and Earth. 
 
    “We’re about two hours flight time from point alpha, where we’ll launch you toward Earth,” Captain Pearce informed the pilot. “I’ve had my CAG and his team going over your recon ship, and it should be good to go. We refueled and reprovisioned her.” 
 
    Victoria wasn’t happy about having to crawl back into the tin can. She’d spent five long days flying the mission and had been near death when she’d finally landed on the Midway. 
 
    Doris Pearce saw the look on the pilot’s face. “It won’t be as bad as you think. Instead of slowing down, we’ve maintained our speed, so you’ll already be going 0.075c when we launch you. That will cut down your travel time. Depending on how you decide to accelerate or decelerate, it should take you less than a day to get back to Lovell.” 
 
    Victoria nodded and felt better about the flight. She hadn’t considered how fast she’d be going when Midway launched her. After all, ships typically didn’t travel this fast and launch space fighters. That might be something to mention to Dad. Because they carried more fuel, carriers could accelerate to higher speeds than typical fighters. 
 
    “Then I better get down to my fighter and start planning out my return trip,” Victoria said. “With your permission, ma’am?” 
 
    Doris Pearce nodded her permission to the ritual question. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, Victoria sat in the cockpit of her fighter, calculating various flight plans for the trip home. She went through four or five scenarios before finally settling on one that would get her home in fifteen hours. Vicki was so engrossed in her planning that she didn’t notice the man standing on the boarding ladder next to the cockpit. 
 
    “Quite the ship you have, Commander,” Commander Joe Spargo, Midway’s CAG, said. 
 
    The comment startled Vicki, and she jerked up in the pilot seat. “Dammit, Joe, you scared the shit out of me. What the hell’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Spargo chuckled. “I couldn’t help it, Chaser,” Joe said. He and Vicki Buckner had flown together as pilots in VSF-1, one of the original space fighter squadrons. Joe hadn’t been a member of the squadron when Vicki Buckner had become an ace and winner of the first Space Cross. He’d been a replacement for a pilot lost in the Battle at Chaser’s Rock. 
 
    “Other than refueling and replenishment, and cleaning out the cockpit—God, Vicki, it was a stinking mess—I haven’t let anyone come close to your bird,” Spargo continued. 
 
    Victoria ran a hand along the inside edge of the canopy. “It is hard to believe she started life as a Space Phantom. The only thing left of that bird is the main airframe. Everything else is different.” 
 
    “How do you get the speed out of her?” Joe asked. “There’s no way you can carry enough hydrogen or sustain the g-forces to reach the speed you were going.” 
 
    “She has two propulsion systems, Joe,” Vicki explained. “We kept the original five-gravity drive, but added a new ion drive capable of two gravities of acceleration.” 
 
    “A satellite drive?” 
 
    Victoria nodded. “A satellite drive on steroids. With the new fusion reactors, we can push more power into it and achieve a higher g. It’s useless for a fighter that needs to dogfight, but for sustained propulsion to reach higher speeds, it’s perfect. Its fuel is more compact, and it uses less of it. I use the fusion torch just to get going, then switch to the ion drive. It is two gravities, but once I got used to it, it was easy to burn the engine for long durations.” 
 
    Even aboard a carrier like Midway, the five gravities of acceleration its torch engine provided severely impacted the crew. Scientists considered an hour of acceleration at ten gravities the most the human body could withstand, and regulations reserved that for only special situations. The carrier normally accelerated at five gravities for five minutes and then coasted for twenty-five minutes to build speed. 
 
    “This flight will be easier since you’ve been kind enough to build up speed. Because of that, I’ll already be going pretty fast. I’ll be able to make it home in fifteen or sixteen hours.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine being cooped up in this sardine can for that long. Hell, I get fidgety when I’m stuck in a fighter over four,” Joe observed. “On a different subject, what are the chances of me getting involved in your project?” 
 
    “Slim to none, old friend. You don’t have the right equipment,” Victoria said, raising her left arm. When she saw her friend didn’t understand, Vicki elaborated. “The thing that lets me fly long-duration missions is the lack of body mass. Simply put, my body doesn’t need as much oxygen as your body does.” 
 
    Joe felt the flush in his cheeks. He’d forgotten about his friend’s accident. 
 
    “Between you, me, and the wall, I’m putting an entire squadron together of former flyers just like me,” Victoria told her old squadron mate. 
 
    Joe thought about what she was telling him and decided he didn’t need to know any more. Commander Joe Spargo was a senior space fighter pilot, and he could see the possibilities such a fighter force might provide a fleet commander. 
 
    “I’ll leave you alone then so you can finish getting ready,” Joe said, and looked at his watch. “We’ll be in position to launch you in about an hour, so you should finish this up and then get suited up.” 
 
    Victoria nodded, then smiled. “And take a dump. I don’t enjoy flying in a smelly cockpit either.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vicki was relieved when she felt the magnetic capture system grab her Wraith fighter when it landed in Lovell Station’s alpha landing bay. It hadn’t been a long flight. In fact, she’d shaved an hour off her estimated travel time, but fourteen hours was a long time to sit in a cockpit. Especially since she hadn’t completely recovered from her five-day recon mission. 
 
    Victoria waited patiently as they towed her fighter into one of the four airlocks on the forward end of the landing bay. Once the airtight doors closed behind her fighter, it didn’t take long for the station’s atmospheric systems to repressurize the small space. As soon as the green atmospheric light on the exit door of the airlock illuminated, Vicki hit the canopy release and removed her helmet. Once she inhaled a long, deep breath of fresh air, she felt better. 
 
    A deck crew quickly entered and began pushing the fighter out of the airlock and into the forward hangar. In the weightlessness of space, the deck crew, using magnetic boots, easily manhandled the ship forward. 
 
    The number of people, many of them clapping and cheering, that greeted her surprised Victoria. She quickly realized that it was her new squadron. The pilots Norman Stecker had been training. It surprised Victoria they were at the station. But am I really? Based on what I saw at Jupiter, the fleet is going to need every fighter and every pilot it can get its hands on. 
 
    The group of pilots parted as the deck team maneuvered her Wraith to the far end of the hangar. Vicki noted that many of the stalls along each side of the bay contained more Wraiths. Mike Babcock has been busy, Victoria thought. She’d counted twelve of the new long-range fighters as they pushed her into her own stall. 
 
    Two fighters, Vicki noted, were being pulled out of their storage locations to prepare for launch. That’s when Victoria noticed the new markings. The fighter she sat in bore the squadron markings of the VSF-25, the original designation of the special squadron. The fighters waiting for launch bore a new squadron insignia, VLSF-1. Vicki immediately realized the meaning of the new designation. Long-range Space Fighter. 
 
    What surprised Victoria even more was that below the squadron designation, there was a squadron logo. The central figure of the logo was obviously a wraith, the ancient harbinger of death. But the skeletal arms and legs protruding from the mythical spirit’s shroud were encased in bandages. A suitable logo for a bunch of cripples, Vicki thought. 
 
    Once the ground crew tethered the fighter in place, they pushed the boarding ladder to the side of the cockpit, and Victoria, already unstrapped and ready, climbed out. She didn’t climb down the ladder, one didn’t do such things in zero gravity; she used it to pull herself down to deck level and greet the rest of her squadron. 
 
    Norman Stecker was at the front of the group. It was hard for Vicki not to rush up to her future husband and embrace him, but she remembered the stern lecture her father had given and saluted her superior officer. “Commander Victoria Buckner returning to duty after an extended assignment.” 
 
    Norm returned Victoria’s salute. “Welcome back, Commander Buckner. We’re all thrilled that you survived your ordeal and proud of your accomplishment. I formally turn over the responsibility of the squadron to you.” 
 
    Victoria was a little shocked by the comment. She was nowhere near being ready to assume command of the squadron and couldn’t understand why Norman would so easily give it to her. Victoria was sure there was a lot that still needed to be done and she needed time to recover from everything she’d gone through. 
 
    Norman saw her confusion and gave her a wink. “I know it’s a burden and you need time to recover from your mission, but I needed to give you command of the squadron so I can move on to other duties.” 
 
    Victoria tried hard to suppress the grin that spread across her face. The rascal. As long as he was still in command of the squadron, they were in the same chain of command. By giving it to me, I no longer work for him, Victoria realized. And I don’t care how tired I am. I’m dragging that man into my bed tonight. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” Vicki said, then turned to the rest of the pilots. “And thank all of you for the welcome. I hope none of you think sucking up to the squadron commander will get you out of anything.” The comment brought the expected chuckles Victoria had been going for. 
 
    “Now, I’m tired and smelly and want to get a shower and then something real to eat,” Victoria informed the group. Vicki checked her watch and continued. “There’s still time left today to accomplish training. Captain Stecker, if it’s convenient, I’d like to see you and the section leaders at 1400. I’d like at least a preliminary briefing on the squadron’s readiness.” 
 
    “I’ll make that happen, Commander,” Norman responded. Then in a parade ground voice, he barked out, “Attention on deck.” The pilots present all straightened to attention as the Space Force Captain escorted the new squadron commander out of the hangar. 
 
    Victoria gingerly walked into the conference room on the outer rim of Lovell Station at the appointed time. The station’s large outer ring rotated around the central hub, creating gravity using centrifugal force. Still, the gravity generated was less than half that on the surface of Earth. That meant one walked carefully or found their heads slamming into the ceiling. 
 
    It wasn’t until she got back to the station that Victoria realized how much she had missed gravity and suddenly felt bad for the crews of the Navy ships stationed out at Saturn. Most of the Space Force crews assigned there had been in zero g for almost a year. For her, it’d only been two weeks, and she had missed it greatly. 
 
    Vicki slid into a chair next to Norman Stecker at the conference table. She took a quick glance around and noted that everyone she expected was present. “I want to start with a report on pilot training status. I guess it would be best if you gave that, Captain Stecker.” Victoria was careful to maintain formality in front of officers she didn’t consider friends. 
 
    Stecker nodded at the other two pilots in the room. “Lieutenants Bitters and Barnes can give you detailed breakdowns of the pilots in their double sections,” Stecker said, and then paused. “I guess I should speak to that first. They’re the only pilots assigned to the project with any combat training in fighters. So, instead of the normal four fighter sections they normally break a squadron into, I formed double sections led by pilots with combat experience.” 
 
    Victoria had reviewed the records of the volunteer pilots and knew they were experienced pilots, but not combat pilots. Other than Bitters and Barnes, the rest were a mix of helicopter pilots, noncombat space pilots such as transport and tanker flyers, and even some commercial pilots. Having three formations led by experienced fighter jocks made sense to her. 
 
    “Including yourself,” Stecker continued, motioning toward Victoria, “we have nineteen pilots I have confidence in flying combat missions.” 
 
    “And the other five?” Vicki asked. 
 
    “They can fly the birds, ma’am,” Stu Barnes said. “I just don’t know if they can pull the trigger.” 
 
    Victoria thought about that answer. “When we designed the Wraith, we knew it wouldn’t be a dogfighter. Hell, the original Space Phantom that the Wraith is based on sucked as a space fighter, which is why the fleet relegated it to being a bomber. Our modifications to give it long-range capability didn’t change that. We don’t need to train our people to dogfight. We train them how to use the Wraith’s maneuverability and ultimate speed to evade. What they have to do is identify targets at long range and fire their missiles.” 
 
    “But that goes against all the doctrine we’ve been taught since Chaser’s Rock,” Lieutenant Bitters said. A very young Victoria Buckner had shown how effective launching long-range missiles at close range was during the Battle at Chaser’s Rock. The longer a missile was in space, the more likely someone could spoof or evade it. 
 
    “Long range is a relative term,” Vicki said. “The improved Fang space-to-space missile has a range of five hundred miles. In a traditional space battle, that means it could take a minute, maybe two, for a missile to reach its target, more than enough time for a good pilot to evade. But if your fighter is flying at 0.01c, the missile takes half a second to reach the target.” 
 
    “At that kind of speed, the enemy target would barely have time to know an attacker was coming, let alone have time to evade a missile,” Stecker pointed out to the other pilots. 
 
    “The reverse is also true. With that kind of speed advantage, an enemy missile would have no chance of chasing you down,” Victoria said. “The mission is still classified, but I just flew through the Jupiter system. The Chinese expected me, or at least planned for some type of reconnaissance mission, and had an ambush set up. They had eight destroyers patrolling at 0.01c and they bracketed me with missiles. I used everything my Wraith fighter had and accelerated even faster, and even with an ideal target angle, I evaded or outran everything they shot at me.” 
 
    Victoria looked at the three pilots in the room and let her last comment sink in. “I’m not saying the Wraith is unbeatable, but a pilot only needs to be concerned about speed and evasion. And that her fire-control computer can keep up. That’s why I’m emphasizing we don’t teach dogfighting. We don’t need to.” 
 
    Vicki turned to the other person in the room, Mike Babcock. “What’s the status on building the rest of the Wraiths?” Victoria could see the man was uncomfortable having to report to her. Mike Babcock was a genius in fighter design but was also a bully. It had been his way or the highway through most of the project and there had been many times that Vicki had bitten her tongue and not argued with the man. But now she was in charge, and Mike Babcock didn’t like it. 
 
    “I’ve got eight birds built and ready to test. You saw two of them getting ready for space trials as you landed. Eight more are having the last of the control system installed. The last eight just completed strip down to the bare space frame. It will probably be a month before they are ready,” Babcock reported. 
 
    Victoria emphatically shook her head. “That’s not going to be good enough. We can’t wait a month to get those last birds. You’ve got two weeks,” Victoria ordered. “If you can’t do it with what you have, then I need to know so I can get you more resources.” 
 
    “I already have crews working round the clock,” Babcock whined. 
 
    “Then we’ll get more crews,” Victoria promptly responded. “This squadron needs all of its birds no later than two weeks from today.” Victoria pounded the table to emphasize the importance of the deadline. “I’m not sure the Chinese will even give us that long.” 
 
    “I’ll reach out to Rear Admiral Murphy and get additional yard dogs to help,” Babcock replied grumpily. 
 
    “One last thing, and this is big,” Victoria said. “Mike, you’re going to have to work with Captain Stecker and the R&D geeks and improve our fire-control system. As is, the Wraith’s sensors can see out to a five-hundred-mile range, and that isn’t enough. We need at least a thousand.” 
 
    “That’s gonna be a tough get,” Norman Stecker said. “There’s just not a lot of room to put a sensor package in that could do that.” 
 
    “Then we install the recon package I carried for the Jupiter mission into some birds. We’ll use them for targeting and ECM,” Victoria said. “I know the sensor pod has the range, but we’d have to get the geeks to interface it with the fire-control systems.” 
 
    “That would be a perfect job for the five pilots we think might have difficulty committing in combat,” Lieutenant Bitters said. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Stecker added. 
 
    “Mike,” Victoria continued. “We stripped off the external pylons from my bird. I want those reinstalled, and I want them installed on all the rest of the squadron’s space fighters. If we are going into combat, we can’t do it with just two missiles in each Wraith.” 
 
    “That’s going to impact your stealth,” Babcock pointed out. 
 
    “At the speed we’ll be going, I’m not worried about that. We know what their sensor capabilities are. Even if they’re using a recon drone for coverage and pick us up at a thousandmile range, they’d have less than five seconds to do anything about it,” Victoria explained. “I want to hang some space-to-space missiles on external pylons, and maybe even some anti-ship missiles.” 
 
    “I’ll add that to the list of things my technicians have to do,” Babcock said resignedly. 
 
    “Can anyone think of anything I’ve overlooked?” Victoria asked. 
 
    “I can’t think of anything, but I have a question,” Stu Barnes said. “What did you find in Jupiter that triggered all of this? And what are we going to do?” 
 
    “To put it simply, Stu, I found a hornet’s nest. The Chinese are getting ready to strike and building up their forces,” Victoria answered. “They were doing it out of Jupiter and keeping a tight lid on it so they could surprise us, but now we know. There are some brass hats that think this might push them into attacking early. That’s why there’s a rush to get our squadron ready.” 
 
    “But what are we going to do?” Stuart pressed. “We’ll be just another fighter squadron defending Earth.” 
 
    “Because we won’t be defending Earth,” Vicki said. “Commodore O’Shaughnessy believes, and I agree, that the Chinese are going to go after Saturn first and dare us to do anything about it. Warship-wise we don’t have anything to send out there. But we can make the trip. I’m not sure what difference twenty-four fighters will make, but every fighter we destroy, every warship we damage or eliminate, is one less unit the Chinese can use against our Earth Defense force.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20. A Peak Behind the Curtain 
 
    Commodore Nancy O’Shaughnessy hated being dirtside. She’d been in Space Force for nearly thirty years, spending most of that time in space. What made this trip even worse was that she had to deal with bureaucrats who thought they knew something about intelligence. 
 
    Space Force’s senior intelligence officer sat in the conference room at what had once been the CIA facility in Langley, Virginia. At the end of World War III, Congress passed legislation to reorganize the bureaucratic and heavily politicized Central Intelligence Agency and folded it entirely into the director of national intelligence, ceasing to exist as an independent agency. 
 
    There’d been a new development concerning the Chinese Jupiter facilities. The previous day, the Chinese government had formally informed the US through the Secretary of State that they would be sending a colony ship from their moon base to Earth. Once in orbit, the Chinese would begin transferring colonists to the ship for eventual transport to Jupiter. 
 
    This was a routine evolution. Periodically the Chinese sent additional workers and colonists to the Jupiter colony and brought back colonists ready to return to Earth. It had been three years since the last time they had done it, which fit with their normal routine. But based on the recent discoveries of the extent of the Chinese military presence in the Jupiter planetary system, few believed the colonists preparing to go to Jupiter were simply expanding the colony. The principal intelligence resources of the United States government and its allies decided it was important to determine who was being sent to Jupiter and why. 
 
    That’s why Nancy was here. As Space Fleet’s intelligence officer, she handled all off-planet intelligence gathering. There were only a limited number of agencies in attendance at the meeting. Obviously, there was a national intelligence deputy director who was running the meeting. The National Security Agency (NSA) was also present, as was the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO) and the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA). 
 
    Nancy was chatting with the head of the NRO when the natty-looking deputy director of national intelligence entered the room and took a seat at the head of the table. 
 
    “I want to thank everyone for being here, especially you, Nancy,” the deputy director said. “I know it’s always a hardship for you to come back to your home planet, but we appreciate you doing it.” 
 
    Nancy simply smiled and acknowledged the thanks. 
 
    “But I have to think that we’re on a tight timeline here and we need to discuss how we can accomplish some tasks,” the director continued. “Namely, what are the Chinese going to do with this transport ship? Are they going to move people or are they going to move additional military components?” 
 
    “I have to believe that they’re actually moving people,” Nancy immediately responded. “Supply-wise, they’ve become pretty self-sufficient.” Before anyone could contradict her, Nancy waved a hand. “Oh sure, they still ship a lot of food up there and other commodities, but they do that using empty tankers returning to Jupiter to reload. No, moving people is hard in space and you need special ships to do it. They’re going to move people.” 
 
    “And based on the data Space Force provided us, most of those past colonists”—the DIA director used air quotes for past colonists—“were likely space fighter pilots or crewmen for all the warships they built.” 
 
    “Before I came down, I had my staff crunch some numbers, and if you go on the normal crew manning for those warships and the fighters we saw, that would account for the passengers of the last four colony runs,” Nancy said. 
 
    “We need to see if we can get a look at what they’re moving up to that colony ship,” the intelligence deputy director said. “Question is, how do we do that?” 
 
    “It will be hard. The Chinese are very protective about the space above China and, in particular, above their Wengchang Launch Site on the island of Hainan,” the NRO director stated. “Whenever we launch a satellite to cover that area, it doesn’t last a day before it develops technical difficulties. It’s all a little game we play with them. They use lasers to overheat the electronics or burnout the optics or screw with the satellite positioning system. We do the same thing to them.” 
 
    “So there’s no way for us to get a look at the launch site while they’re sending people up into orbit?” the director pressed. 
 
    “There might be a way,” the Air Force general from the Defense Intelligence Agency said. 
 
    Nancy was surprised by the man’s statement. Hell, she’d been surprised he was here. Nancy had doubted DIA had anything to offer to the discussion. 
 
    “Back when we all thought we’d be fighting a ground war in Southeast Asia, DIA was tasked with developing satellite intelligence resources to cover the area,” the general explained. “Even then, China was already dominating space and was ruthlessly protective of the sky above their country. A group of techs came up with a plan for the launching of low-altitude expendable satellites in strings across sections of the continent.” 
 
    “But what would that accomplish? It might give you what, thirty minutes of satellite time over the spaceport?” the NRO asked. 
 
    “Anyone remember a company called Space X?” the general asked. “They developed a reusable launch platform that could go into orbit and launch small satellites. They nicknamed it the Pez Dispenser because it could literally spit out flat, compact satellites into low Earth orbit.” 
 
    “I remember the company,” the director of the National Reconnaissance Office said. “There were so many small satellites circling the globe that it became a hazard, and when the US signed the moratorium on satellite launches, they went out of business.” 
 
    “We built some of our own Pez dispensers,” the general explained. He used a computer tablet to bring up a satellite view of the Earth showing Southeast Asia on the wall display. “We have enough dispensers to put eight into orbit. Each carries one hundred recon probes. If we put them on this orbital path”—the general highlighted the planned orbit on the satellite view—“none of the dispensers will ever cross over China. When they get to this point”—again he highlighted a spot—“each dispenser will spit out a satellite. Because of the orbits they’ll be in, they’ll be twelve minutes apart. Between the observation angle of the satellite and the speed it will travel, we’ll have a satellite in position to watch the spaceport for eight minutes out of every twelve.” 
 
    “Of course, you’re depending on the Chinese not using a killer satellite to take out your candy dispensers,” the reconnaissance officer said with a chuckle. 
 
    “We took that into account when we crafted this orbit,” the general responded. “They can’t accidentally shoot down the satellites. They’ll have to physically move a hunter-killer or even launch a fighter or a warship to do it. If they’re trying to be stealthy about this, they won’t want to bring attention to it.” 
 
    “I say we go with it,” Nancy informed the group. “It’s the best chance we have of getting any data on what’s going on. We know they’re gonna shoot them down, the satellites, but it will take them some time to react. Three or four hours of good pictures might tell us something.” 
 
    “I’ll have to bring this up with the director and obviously the president will have to sign off on it,” the bureaucrat from national intelligence said. “Having said that, I want you to prepare to launch your satellite dispensers. If you need any support from the other agencies, just ask. This is top priority.” 
 
    The national intelligence deputy director took a quick look around the conference table to ensure no one had anything else. Then he gave everyone a nod, shuffled folders into his briefcase, and left the conference room. 
 
    “Anything you need from Space Force, let me know, General,” Nancy informed the DIA commander. 
 
    *** 
 
    Pan Han was tired. The Chinese laborer had been on his assigned forklift for fourteen hours, loading the crates of equipment onto shuttles at the Chinese starport. He knew better than to complain. There were black shirts, Chinese secret police, everywhere. They watched everything and “encouraged” anyone they thought was slacking. 
 
    The forklift driver had seen a supervisor who complained that his crew needed a rest beaten and taken away. A government spokesman warned everyone there was a schedule that had to be met, and the secret police were determined that they would meet that schedule. 
 
    The thugs had already warned Pan twice that he was behind in his loading schedule. In the rush to make up time, he took a corner far too fast, and a wooden crate tumbled off the pallet he was carrying and smashed open on the concrete apron of the launchpad. Pan Han recognized the now-scattered contents of the crate. Like all Chinese workers, he trained with the local militia and recognized assault rifles when he saw them. 
 
    The accident didn’t go without notice. Before the tired forklift driver could begin cleaning up the mess, the black-shirted secret police surrounded him. The last thing he would ever see was the butt of a rifle as it struck him between the eyes. 
 
    The secret police, and anyone else in the staging area where the shuttle sat, weren’t the only ones who saw what spilled out of the broken box. A Pez reconnaissance satellite was directly overhead. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Look at this, Shirley,” Debbie Martin, a photo analyst at the National Reconnaissance Office, said. “This just came in from satellite alpha-three, which just made a pass over Wengchang.” 
 
    Shirley Johnson was the supervisor of the six-person team the NRO director had specially assigned to review all the information coming from the candy satellites the Defense Intelligence Agency had launched. “That looks like a crate full of China’s latest and greatest assault rifles.” 
 
    “That’s my take on it,” the analyst responded. Then Debbie began highlighting all the other similar looking crates stacked around the launchpad. “And I’ll bet next week’s pay all of them contain the same thing.” 
 
    Shirley did a quick count and guessed there were at least forty crates of assault rifles. And those are just the ones we can see. “Not something you’d expect to be loaded onto a ship full of colonists. Send all of that to my station. I need to write up a quick analysis and send it to the director.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Nancy O’Shaughnessy had only just arrived back at Lovell Station when she’d received the invite for a videoconference. She’d rushed back to her office to take part in the top-secret call. When she logged in, she noted she was already ten minutes late. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late, everyone, but my shuttle just docked and I literally ran from the shuttle to my office to get on the call,” Nancy said. The Space Force Intelligence chief noted that everyone from the previous meeting was already in attendance. Most were present in the same conference room they used before. 
 
    “I checked your schedule when I sent the invite out and knew you would be a little late,” the deputy director of national intelligence said. “This is important enough that we waited for you.” 
 
    That got a raised eyebrow from Nancy, and the bureaucrat continued, “Why don’t you fill us in, John?” 
 
    The director of the National Reconnaissance Office used his laptop to pull up a slide and show it on the wall screen. “An hour ago, one of the candy satellites picked this up at the Wengchang starport. Seems they had a minor accident and someone dumped a crate of equipment. It smashed open on the tarmac, and this spilled out.” The NRO director zoomed in on the site. Everyone in the room recognized what they were seeing. 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect a transport full of peaceful colonists would need modern assault rifles,” Nancy said. 
 
    “And based on the size and shape of the crate, there are at least twenty more pallets loaded with them, waiting to be put on a shuttle to be sent into orbit.” 
 
    “They’re sending troops to Jupiter,” Nancy speculated. 
 
    “That’s our best guess,” the general in charge of DIA said. “This sort of firms up the speculation that the Chinese are going after Saturn.” 
 
    “I agree, General,” Nancy said. “Why else would they send that much infantry firepower out there? We thought they might just be going out there to knock the facility out, but it seems like they might want to take it.” 
 
    “I’ve already forwarded this to the chairman of the Joint Chiefs,” the DIA commander said. That comment earned the general a frown from the deputy director of national intelligence, but he didn’t care. Yes, in intelligence activities, he had to answer to national intelligence, but he was still a serving officer. On his organizational chart, there was a dotted line connecting him to the Joint Chiefs. The general didn’t technically work for them, but they expected him to pass pertinent information on to them. 
 
    “Can you send me that information via a secure link?” Nancy asked. “I need to share it with Admiral McNair and the rest of the Space Force senior staff.” 
 
    “You’ll have them within the hour,” the general responded. 
 
    “If there’s nothing else,” the intelligence deputy director said, attempting to regain control of the meeting, “I believe we should adjourn and report to our various seniors.” 
 
    Nancy didn’t wait to end the call, doing so as soon as the bureaucrat suggested it. Their plan is to take the Saturn facilities, but what kind of time frame are we looking at? The intelligence officer pulled up a program on her computer and ran some quick calculations. That tub of a transport will take at least forty-five days to reach Jupiter. Figure they’ll have to spend some time refueling and replenishing, so let’s call it sixty days before they can think about starting out for Saturn. So, two months, thereabouts, and we’ll know we’re at war. 
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21. Preparations 
 
    “You wanted to see me, Skipper?” Walt Lowe said as he stuck his head through the open door of the captain’s space cabin. 
 
    Doris Pearce, the commander of the space carrier Midway, routinely left the door to her space cabin open, closing it only when she was asleep or holding a meeting. She enjoyed hearing what was happening on the bridge of her ship. 
 
    “I did, Walt,” Doris said, looking up from her computer screen. “Come in and close the hatch.” 
 
    Midway’s XO swam into the room and closed the cabin’s door, then moved to one of the anchored chairs in front of his captain’s desk and strapped himself in. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I just received another one of those top-secret, poke-your-own-eyes-out-with-an-ice-pick messages from fleet command. They want us to take a little detour on the way back to Titan.” 
 
    “Another wayward pilot we have to pick up?” Walter asked half in jest. 
 
    “No, quite the opposite in fact,” Doris responded, and used her computer to display a map of the local area on her wall display. She highlighted the position of the Midway task force currently halfway through the asteroid belt. The small group of ships, seven in all, were escorting a convoy of sixty hydrogen tankers on their way to Earth. 
 
    The convoy was the largest ever assembled. Typical convoys were twenty to thirty tankers, but current astronomical conditions forced the assembly of the much larger group. Because of the various distances the planets orbited the sun, direct travel from Saturn to Earth was sometimes difficult. A quick glance at the wall screen put that in perspective. The convoy had passed within a million miles of Jupiter on its way to Earth. That was within easy striking distance of any forces in the Jovian system to attack the convoy. It wouldn’t be long till Jupiter was in line between Saturn and Earth, and it would remain in a blocking position for nearly six months. 
 
    Fleet command delayed the convoy Doris’s force was escorting to accommodate that issue. Fleet command had them wait and leave at the last possible moment for a safe, direct passage. The processing facility filled more tankers and added them to the group under fleet command’s orders. Doris knew that the next convoy to leave, in roughly two months, would take a circuitous route to bypass Jupiter. The ships would likely be safe from attack, but the trip would take nearly twice as long. 
 
    Based on the reports she’d seen, Doris doubted that the convoy would ever leave. Commodore O’Shaughnessy, US Space Force’s intelligence chief, had privately informed her she expected the Chinese to attack Saturn before then. Nancy O’Shaughnessy expected that attack to happen during Jupiter’s closest approach to Saturn. 
 
    “Once finished with the escort mission, when we clear the asteroid belt on our return trip, Midway will alter course, approximately here,” Doris highlighted a spot on the wall display with a laser pointer. 
 
    “As the rest of the force returns to Titan, and does so very visibly, we’ll go dark and move along this course.” Doris typed some commands into her computer and the course she’d personally plotted appeared on the display. “To help ensure the deception, we’ll deploy one of the AWACS probes with the escort force and have it simulate Midway’s electronic emissions.” 
 
    “And while the rest of the force is returning to Titan, what are we going to do?” 
 
    “We’re going to deploy six AWACS drones along this arc.” Doris used her laser pointer again. “They’ll be in passive mode and be watching for any movement of Chinese forces heading from Jupiter to Saturn.” 
 
    “It sounds like Space Fleet has decided the Chinese are going to come after us.” 
 
    “Commodore O’Shaughnessy and Admiral Buckner think that. The rest of Space Force still believes the Chinese Jupiter force will move toward Earth in a flanking attack.” 
 
    “It’s still possible they could do that. This whole troop movement might be part of the deception to make Admiral McNair and Admiral Buckner think that,” Walt observed. 
 
    “There’s always that possibility, which is why Admiral Buckner is going to deploy several corvettes in the asteroid belt to watch for that eventuality.” 
 
    Midway’s XO pulled a small handheld computer out of his pocket and began crunching numbers. “Based on our current speed, it’s going to take us a while to get to that deployment location. We could be behind the eight ball if China launches the attack early. We’d be way out of position to protect Titan.” 
 
    Doris nodded. “That’s why once the tankers are clear of the belt and we turn for home, the entire force will accelerate. I intend to get our speed up to 0.05c before Midway changes course. Then we’ll go dark and coast till we get to the deployment site. Midway herself will be in position to see if the Chinese move. If that happens, there won’t be a need to deploy the drones. We’ll turn and run for home.” 
 
    Walt disliked using up that many drones, but he acknowledged he had to accept it. “We don’t have enough smaller ships to deploy forward to act as a picket force,” Walt commented. 
 
    “I don’t like it either, but we need that warning. We need to know as early as possible when China makes its move. Based on the intelligence estimates, the Chinese force won’t be able to move quickly. Commodore O’Shaughnessy expects it will take them at least thirty days to make the trip.” 
 
    “The warships Commander Buckner discovered in the Jupiter system can make the trip much faster than that, Captain.” 
 
    “Very true, but the troop transport can’t. And the carrier they’ve cobbled together, and the escort carriers they built on tanker hulls, can’t accelerate any faster than 1g either. Admiral Buckner believes that they’ll come as a total force.” 
 
    “What’s the fleet commander basing that on?” 
 
    Doris chuckled. “The Chinese don’t think fleet command has any help they can send us. So even if we discover the attack early, there will be no help to be sent to us at Saturn. Both sides know our little force could easily handle all the destroyers if the Chinese send them ahead of the rest of the force. No, they’ll want the fighters those carriers are carrying to knock out our fighters. Then they will close in and finish us with the destroyers.” 
 
    Walter Lowe sat and stared at the display. “So there’s no chance of getting any more help?” 
 
    “There’s always a chance,” Doris replied. She, in fact, knew that Admiral Buckner had a plan to send reinforcements. Knowing that, she didn’t know how much they would help. The Chinese were sending a major force to attack her and, for the time being, Space Fleet’s cupboard was pretty bare. 
 
    “That’s why we need to know they’re coming as early as possible. I plan to take the force out and begin hit-and-run attacks. See if we can whittle down their fighters, because that’s the real threat. If they can whittle our fighter force down, then it comes down to the number of hulls in a straight-up warship duel. That’s a fight we can’t win.” 
 
    “Do you want me to have the navigation folks plot out the course?” 
 
    “No, I want to wait until the last minute. When we make the move, there’ll be a complete communications blackout. I don’t want any word getting to the Chinese about what we’re doing.” 
 
    That comment got Walt Lowe’s attention. “Spies?” he asked the one-word question. 
 
    “Chinese intelligence is good. Hell, they got a saboteur aboard Hornet and knocked her out of action. I don’t doubt they have assets aboard Midway. No, we’ll wait till it’s time to change course, initiate a communications blackout, and then let others in on the new mission. I just didn’t want you to be surprised when it happens.” 
 
    “Well, thanks so much for sharing these deep, dark secrets, Skipper. It will help me sleep so well at night for the next couple of weeks.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “The Chinese transport carrying their troops will reach Europa sometime tomorrow,” Commodore O’Shaughnessy informed the rest of the Space Force senior officers in the conference room. 
 
    “Do you have any intelligence on when they’re likely to attack?” Commodore Joy Drake, the Space Force chief of staff, asked. 
 
    “Only speculation,” O’Shaughnessy said with frustration. 
 
    Everyone on the staff, actually, everyone in Space Force, knew that information regarding Chinese activity in the Jupiter planetary system was scarce. Until the daring reconnaissance mission, only recently completed, did they understand the military strength China had accumulated at the gas giant. 
 
    “It’ll be before the end of the month,” Admiral Arnold Buckner said, with surety. 
 
    “You sound pretty confident about that,” Admiral Bruce McNair, the Space Force commander, said. “Anything you’d like to share with the rest of us?” 
 
    “It’s simple orbital mechanics. Jupiter and Saturn will be at their closest approach in ten days. After that, the trip gets longer,” Arnold elaborated. 
 
    “And it isn’t like they don’t have enough force to do it,” Vice Admiral Edgar Danforth said. As the deputy commander in charge of space fighters, Danforth was well aware of the overwhelming fighter numbers the Chinese Jupiter force possessed. 
 
    “Is there any help we can give Saturn?” Rear Admiral Brandon Marsh, the deputy in charge of manpower and training, asked. 
 
    “No,” McNair said forcefully. “I’m not totally convinced the Chinese are going after Saturn. And even if they are, sending any warships, and especially a carrier, would leave us too vulnerable. Saturn will just have to do the best it can with what it has.” 
 
    Admirals Buckner and Owens exchanged glances. Owens, in charge of research and development, was secretly getting Victoria Buckner’s overstrength squadron of long-range fighters ready to send to the beleaguered force. Arnold Buckner didn’t think it would be enough and had made some plans of his own. Plans he hadn’t shared with anyone. 
 
    The meeting continued for another thirty minutes. The topics discussed concerned mostly training and readiness issues. With metronome precision, Admiral McNair ended the meeting precisely at 1000. 
 
    “Admiral Buckner, can I have a moment of your time?” Arnold heard someone ask from behind him as he left the conference room. He turned and saw Admiral Scott Murphy, the director of construction and shipbuilding, hurrying to join him. 
 
    “What’s up, Scott?” Arnold asked, and he motioned for the man to walk beside him. 
 
    “I’ve got some good news about Hornet.” Scott Murphy saw the raised eyebrow his old friend gave him and continued. “I didn’t want to bring it up in the meeting.” 
 
    Arnold gave the man a let’s hear it gesture. 
 
    “Hornet will be operational by the end of the week,” Murphy said. 
 
    “Your memo yesterday said it would be two months before they completed the repairs,” Arnold said. 
 
    “And it will be two months before the carrier is 100 percent operational,” Murphy said with a sly grin. “But once we started digging into the damage, we found only partial damage to the dorsal magnetic arrester. We’ve already completed repairs to the port arrester and will finish the starboard arrester by the end of the week.” 
 
    Arnold immediately understood what the man was suggesting. Arnold wasn’t only a former space fighter pilot, he had also commanded a space carrier. “With two and a half magnetic arresters, you can recover aircraft.” 
 
    “The pilots using the port landing bay will have to adjust and land at slower speeds, or I should say slower differential speeds, but, yes, we can land fighters in that bay again,” Scott said. “That will slowdown turnaround time in recovering and launching fighters, but only in that landing bay. You’ll have a whole carrier again.” 
 
    Arnold Buckner’s brain kicked into overdrive as a harebrained scheme occurred to him. He turned around looking for a specific officer and saw Nancy O’Shaughnessy was just leaving the conference room. “Nancy,” he called. “Could you join Scott and me in my office? I have an idea like the bounce off the two of you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “That’s a bold plan, Arnie,” Scott said to his longtime friend. The two men had been classmates at the US Air Force Academy. Scott had only risen to the rank of rear admiral because of his specialization in engineering. 
 
    Arnold Buckner had spent half an hour bouncing ideas off his two friends, Scott Murphy and Commodore Nancy O’Shaughnessy. “I’m open to any better ideas. But frankly, I haven’t been able to see it.” 
 
    Nancy O’Shaughnessy shook her head. “I am just the pet spy,” she said with a chuckle. “I don’t have the background or the experience to help you in that area, Arnold.” 
 
    “The problem is, Arnold, no one in Space Force has your tactical and strategic knowledge. McNair is a bureaucrat. Danforth would just send waves of fighters at them, and the rest are administrators and geeks,” Rear Admiral Murphy said. 
 
    “I didn’t devise this in a vacuum,” Arnold said. “I have some pretty good warship captains and pilots that work for me. Men and women that I trust. They help me put the pieces together. I shared it with you so I could get a fresh set of eyes to evaluate the proposal.” 
 
    “What you plan to do with Hornet is the tricky part,” Scott said. “She’s going to be out there on her own.” 
 
    “I know. But she’ll have speed and her fighter group to help protect her,” Admiral Buckner responded. “Nancy, what I really would like from you is a guess of the Chinese response.” 
 
    “You’re certainly going to be dangling bait out there in front of them,” Space Force’s intelligence chief answered. “I’m certain they’ll nibble at it, but I don’t know if they’ll take all of it. But Scott is right. Hornet is the key.” 
 
    “It’s the only way I can see not being defeated in detail,” Arnold said. “If we sit and wait, they’ll take out the Saturn force and cut off our hydrogen supplies. Then they’ll turn and use those forces to reinforce their lunar force. If that happens, they will seriously outnumber us. That will effectively give them five carriers to our three, plus a shitload of missile cruisers. The Chinese will overwhelm our orbital defenses and we’ll lose everything. They’ll take out Armstrong Station, Lovell Station, and the shipyards.” 
 
    “Like I said, a bold plan, sir,” Nancy reiterated. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Admiral.” The voice on the intercom jerked Arnold Buckner back to reality. He’d been running various tactical scenarios on his desktop computer. The commander of the US Space Force fleet units was trying to come up with a plan to protect all of America’s assets, including the Saturn fuel facilities. So far, the chances of defending everything looked bleak. 
 
    Arnold pressed the intercom button. “Go ahead,” he answered. 
 
    “We just received a flash message from one of the picket corvettes in the asteroid belt,” his flag communication officer said. 
 
    Admiral Buckner was certain that the Chinese force in the Jupiter planetary system would attack the US bases in orbit around Saturn. Since it wasn’t a sure thing, he’d deployed four corvettes in the asteroid belt to monitor approaches from Jupiter towards Earth. If the Chinese Jupiter force moved toward Earth, one of those corvettes would see it and report. 
 
    Buckner inquired if the Chinese were heading toward Earth. Of all the war scenarios he’d run, that gave America and its allies the greatest chance of success. If the Chinese left Jupiter undefended, he’d attack it with the Saturn force, then use the same force to run down the advancing Chinese carrier force. 
 
    “No, sir. They picked up the Chinese force using a slingshot maneuver around Jupiter. Their final course has them headed for Saturn.” 
 
    Buckner thought about all the plans he’d been working on. Which one should I go with? Finally, he decided. “Thank you, comms. Signal Lovell Station. I want to speak to the commander of VLSF-1 as soon as possible. Then message Vice Admiral Danforth that I want him to execute phase one of operation Trojan horse.” 
 
    “Message Lovell Station …” The communications officer confirmed the admiral’s order. 
 
    “You got it,” Arnold acknowledged the repeat back. “Get that out as soon as possible.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vicki was in space again, but she didn’t mind. She was a flyer and being in a space fighter cockpit was where she belonged. She looked out the small canopy windows and checked the position of the other seven fighters in her group. Vicki’s squadron, VLSF-1, had been hard at it for the two months since her return from the recon mission. 
 
    She’d kept the three double section organization that Norman Stecker had created. Each double section contained eight space fighters. She’d also kept Norm’s training regimen. One day in space, one day in the simulators, and one day in the classroom. Today it had been first section’s turn to be in space. 
 
    “All right, Section 1, we need to close up,” Vicki announced over the comm channel. One thing she’d emphasized in training was tight formation flying. Vicki had found that the pilots found it easy to do in the simulators but became nervous flying so close together in real life. Flying in tightly packed formations would be necessary if the squadron was going to execute the attack plans Victoria had developed. 
 
    “Come on, people, tighten it up,” Victoria called out again. She remembered her squadron commander’s comment the first time she had been in a space battle. “If you’re not nervous, you’re not close enough,” she informed the rest of her squadron. 
 
    Victoria had developed a new formation that the three double sections would fly in. She had done away with the finger-four formation that space fighters had traditionally used. That formation allowed two lead pilots to engage enemy targets as the two other planes acted as wingman to protect the leaders. Decades in the past pilots specifically designed the formation for dogfighting, but it was totally inadequate for the style of fight she envisioned. 
 
    Engineers, specifically Mike Babcock, had modified the Wraiths from the earlier Space Phantom space fighter. Those fighters had been notoriously bad in dogfighting, so bad, in fact, that Space Force had relegated them to bombing only. The modifications to those fighters hadn’t improved that ability one lick. 
 
    Babcock’s design converted the Wraith fighter into a long-range strike fighter. To reach targets far beyond the ability of other fighters. Their endurance also allowed them to accelerate to much higher speeds. Victoria’s battle plan was to accelerate to high speeds, concentrate missile fire on select targets, and then blow through the enemy formation. Once through the enemy formation, the squadron would turn and do it once again until they’d destroyed the enemy, or the squadron was out of missiles. 
 
    Victoria’s new formation was a diamond pattern with the flat face of the diamond facing the enemy. Two fighters formed each of the four legs. The formation allowed all fighters a clear field of fire to targets in front of them. True, it would be vulnerable to attacks from the rear, but in Victoria’s battle plan, that was unlikely to happen. It was unlikely they would face anyone flying fast enough to catch them from behind. 
 
    The other thing flying in space allowed them to do was practice evasive maneuvers. In the simulators, they practice how to use the Wraith’s maneuverability to evade attack. Because they weren’t dogfighters, Vicki trained her pilots to break and disengage rather than break and attempt to reengage. 
 
    “Cripple leader, this is base, come in,” the call came in over the squadron command channel. 
 
    “Go ahead, Cripple base.” 
 
    “Priority orders just came in, return to base. I repeat, RTB.” 
 
    “RTB, Cripple Actual acknowledges,” Victoria said, and switched to the section channel. “Listen up, people, something’s obviously come up. Squadron command just ordered us back to base.” 
 
    A general chatter suddenly filled the local channel. “I don’t know what it is, and they didn’t tell me,” Victoria barked over the link. “Stay tight and follow me back.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22. Opening Moves 
 
    David Gardner wasn’t in a good mood. Twelve hours ago, he’d been enjoying brunch with his wife at a winery in the Napa Valley. Then he’d received the priority message to report to the headquarters of the fiftieth fighter group. I haven’t had a real vacation in nearly four years, and right when I’m beginning to enjoy my time off, I get a message from the old man himself, David thought angrily. Get your ass back to headquarters was all it said. No explanation, no room for discussion. 
 
    David Gardner was a former United States Space Force fighter pilot. When his father had died and left him the family business to run, David had left the Space Force, but he loved flying and joined the Space Force reserves. Over the last ten years, he had become first a squadron commander, then commander of a fighter group. 
 
    The Fiftieth Fighter Group comprised six space fighter squadrons scattered across the United States. Like other reserve units, each squadron drilled one weekend a month, and went on active duty two weeks each year. On-duty weekends, each squadron’s pilots would fly in training simulators or practice actual flying skills in atmospheric fighters. The only space fighter time the groups pilots received was during their two-week active-duty rotations. On those, the pilots would shuttle up to a carrier or starbase and spend two weeks flying actual space fighters. 
 
    The headquarters of the fighter group was at Shaw Air Force Base in South Carolina. As he walked down the empty corridors of the deserted headquarters building, it surprised David to see a light coming from under the door of his office. Finding the door to his office unlocked, he was even more surprised when he walked in and found Vice Admiral Edgar Danforth lounging in his desk chair. The admiral was the US Space Force deputy commander in charge of space fighters, and the old man Gardner had been referring to in his thoughts. 
 
    “It’s about time you got here,” Danforth said. “There was a time when you were pretty punctual, especially when you wanted to impress the brass.” 
 
    “That was a long time ago, sir,” David responded in a surly tone. “And as I recall, you weren’t fond of getting surprise orders from your superiors any more than I was.” Commander Edgar Danforth had been a young Lieutenant Gardner’s squadron commander before he left the service. 
 
    “And I hope you remember that I never issued orders like those unless they were absolutely necessary,” Danforth said as he tossed Commander Gardner a data chip. “Those are your orders. Effective right now, your group is being activated.” 
 
    “Activated!” Gardner exclaimed. “You’ve got to be joking, Ed. This is out of the blue. You know how long it’s going to take for me to get all six squadrons mustered?” 
 
    “Not as long as you think it will,” Edgar replied. “I already sent orders to each of your squadron commanders, and they should already be recalling their pilots. There are contact numbers on the chip for various government agencies, including the FBI and the Marshall service, to help track down anyone you can’t find. I expect all six squadrons on Lovell Station by midnight Friday.” 
 
    “What’s going on, boss?” Gardner asked. “I haven’t heard of any national emergency.” 
 
    “You’ll get briefed when you get to Lovell Station. And there’s no time for a national emergency. When you get briefed on Friday, it will become clear to you and your team.” 
 
    “Will I see you there?” 
 
    “Probably not,” Danforth said, shaking his head. “We’re trying to keep this call-up as quiet as possible. My showing up on Lovell to brief ninety plus pilots would only shine a spotlight on it.” 
 
    “But …” Gardner began, but quickly shut his mouth when he saw the look the vice admiral gave him. “I know. I’ll be told on Friday,” 
 
    “I love it when my subordinates so eagerly accept my instructions,” Danforth said with a laugh. “Just because I won’t be speaking to you in person doesn’t mean we won’t be talking, David. Once you get briefed, send me a vid request and I’ll explain it to you. A lot of people are going to be depending on your fighter group, though. So once you get to the station and start training, you need to push your people hard.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” Gardner said, and came to attention. 
 
    Danforth pushed himself out of the swivel chair and nodded to his old subordinate and friend. After shaking Gardner’s hand, Danforth walked out of the office. He had a tight schedule to keep and at least one more stop today before he’d be done. 
 
    *** 
 
    Captain Leslie Frazier was not a happy person. Ten days, she thought, I take ten days of leave to attend my son’s high school graduation, and everything goes to hell. I’m the ship’s captain, for Christ’s sake. 
 
    “You should have gotten in touch with me right away, Pam,” Captain Frazier said to the officer walking beside her. 
 
    Commander Pamela Gray, the designated executive officer of the still-being-built carrier Yorktown, shook her head in disagreement. “There’s not a thing you could have done to change things, Skipper. I argued until I was blue in the face. Hell, if we review the tapes, I’m sure there was probably a little begging going on. But nothing I said or did was going to change anything, and you wouldn’t have done any better. So, I let you have your time with your family instead of worrying about it for your whole leave.” 
 
    Leslie Frazier knew her XO was probably right, but she was still the CO of the carrier. Prospective commanding officer, she reminded herself. Technically, the yard is in control of the ship until she’s launched and commissioned. I’m just in charge of the crew that’s currently assigned to the ship for training and as a free labor pool for the shipyard. 
 
    “The captain is expecting you,” a yeoman said as the two fleet officers entered the shipyard commander’s office. “Go right in.” 
 
    Leslie didn’t wait for any formalities and walked right up to the shipyard commander’s desk. “Dammit, Dick, your team and mine worked hard putting the building schedule together and now you’ve scrambled the whole thing. This will add at least a month to the launch date.” 
 
    Captain Richard “Dick” Riley leaned back in his desk chair and regarded the newcomers. “It’s good to see you, too, Leslie, and of course it’s always a pleasure to see you, Commander Gray. What can Lovell Station Shipyard do for you today?” 
 
    Pamela Gray recognized sarcasm when it slapped her in the face. Captain Riley was senior to her captain and his response showed he’d put up with a little bit of frustration, but not a lot. Unfortunately, Pam could tell that Captain Frazier hadn’t picked up the shipyard commander’s innuendo. 
 
    “You can help me by shifting your work crews around and going back to the old production schedule, Dick,” Captain Frazier said. 
 
    “The building schedule of any warship, regardless of its size or importance, is the purview of the yard and the yard commander, Captain Frazier,” Dick Riley said. The shipyard commander emphasized the “Captain Frazier” part of the answer, and as he did, the sense of friendliness evaporated from his demeanor. “That means I ultimately decide the building schedule. There are factors in play that you are not aware of which prompted the change in the schedule.” 
 
    “But this will delay the launch by at least a month. We might have gotten Yorktown finished in six months,” Captain Frazier argued. 
 
    “Actually, it will delay it by as many as three months, Captain,” Dick Riley retorted. “And frankly, I’m not any happier about it than you are. But needs must when the devil drives. And they need Yorktown for a special mission.” 
 
    Leslie Frazier snorted. “How can anyone assign a ship that’s still being built a mission?” 
 
    Captain Riley slid a data tablet across his desk. “Here are your orders, Leslie. I’ve been instructed to tell you to return to your ship before you read them and that you can only share them with your XO.” 
 
    “But—” Yorktown’s captain began, but the shipyard commander’s raised hand cut her off. 
 
    “Read your orders. They are self-explanatory,” Riley ordered. He knew what her orders said because, as shipyard commander, he had to know why the building schedule had to change. “After you read them, you can come back and discuss them with me. Included in the orders is the schedule for the next two weeks. They’ll make sense once you read the orders, as will the new additions to your crew.” 
 
    Realizing that she had been an ass, Leslie Frazier drew herself to attention. “By your leave, sir?” Yorktown’s captain asked formally. 
 
    “Carry on, Captain Frazier,” Dick Riley answered, and watched the two officers turn and leave his office. 
 
    Now I have to lean on my people to make this new schedule work or else all of Arnie Buckner’s plans go down the toilet. 
 
    *** 
 
    The message Victoria received from her father was troubling. Come and see me on my flagship as soon as possible. Vicki was reading a lot into the message. It was obvious her father wanted her to do something and didn’t want a lot of people knowing about it. Then there had been the last part: and when you come, keep a low profile. That had cinched it in her mind. Vicki’s father had another secret mission for her. 
 
    In order to keep a low profile, Vicki borrowed a Mustang space fighter to fly from Lovell Station to her father’s flagship, the carrier Wasp, rather than fly her own fighter. The Wraith was still classified as top secret, even though it routinely flew around the Lagrange Point where her squadron trained. 
 
    Victoria landed aboard the carrier with a minimal amount of hassle. As soon as she informed flight control of her identity, they gave Victoria a straight-in approach, without even explaining the purpose of her visit. One of her father’s aides met Victoria in the landing bay and escorted her straight to his office. 
 
    “Commander Buckner to see you as ordered, sir,” the aide announced as he showed Vicki into the admiral’s office. 
 
    “Thank you, that’ll be all,” Arnold said. “Commander Buckner and I have classified orders to go over.” 
 
    Victoria could see the disappointment on the aide’s face. Admiral’s aides love to be in the know, and her father had deprived this one of the opportunity to gloat over his peers. 
 
    “Can I get you something to drink or a snack?” Arnold asked as he rose from behind his desk and moved toward the casual area of his office. The fleet commander had arrayed a sofa and several armchairs in one corner and Arnold waved his daughter toward them. “Come sit with me.” 
 
    Victoria followed her father and sat in an armchair facing him. “What’s going on, Dad?” 
 
    “You know what the original purpose of your squadron was?” 
 
    “Engineers designed the Wraith to conduct a long-range strike against the Chinese Jupiter planetary facilities. It was supposed to be a hit-and-run strike in the event we got into a shooting war with them.” 
 
    “After your fiancé brought it to our attention that because of your injuries, you could extend the endurance of the Wraith fighter by a factor of 30 or 40 percent, we changed the organization of the squadron. We now have an overstrength fighter squadron with a five-day endurance which can boost to speeds only major warships could previously achieve.” 
 
    Vicki nodded her understanding. After all, she had proven all of that during her recon mission to Jupiter. 
 
    “Earlier today we received word from a picket ship in the asteroid belt that the Chinese force is on the move.” 
 
    “Headed toward Saturn?” 
 
    Arnold nodded to his daughter. “It was the smart play for them. The corvette on picket duty detected them as they used Jupiter for a slingshot effect to boost speed for the trip. That information is being closely held. I don’t want the Chinese to know that we know they’re already moving.” 
 
    That earned Admiral Buckner a raised eyebrow from his daughter. 
 
    “I have a plan.” 
 
    Victoria laughed out loud at that. “Dad, you always have a plan. So spit it out. How does it affect me and my squadron?” 
 
    “The Chinese are going to wait and see how we respond to this threat. There’s not a lot the fleet can send without putting us at risk here in Earth orbit. I can send Hornet, and she has the speed to get there in time to do some good. Between her and the Midway, they can take the force the Chinese have sent.” 
 
    “But that will leave us very vulnerable here. I can do the math, Dad. Four carriers against two, even if ours are much better than theirs, are not good odds.” 
 
    “And five, or even six, carriers against three are even worse. It’s unlikely Midway by herself can stop the Chinese assault. Oh, she’ll bleed them.” Arnold waved a hand dismissively. “But in the end, the Chinese will destroy that force. Even if Midway takes out the poor man’s carrier the Chinese have built, I suspect several of their little escort carriers will survive.” 
 
    “And once they consolidate their position on Saturn, they’ll turn that force around and use it to reinforce their attack against you here,” Victoria finished her father’s thought. “So what’s the plan, Dad?” 
 
    “I’ll give you two days to get your squadron ready to transfer to the carrier Hornet. Once you’re aboard, the carrier will boost out of the system, headed toward Saturn. I’ve already spoken to Captain Rogers, Hornet’s CO, about the mission. He’ll sell the move as an attempt to get to Saturn before the Chinese. A day or two out, he’s going to reverse course and make a beeline straight for the Chinese facilities on the backside of the moon. Before Hornet turns, though, she’ll launch your squadron toward the Chinese attack force.” 
 
    “You know you’re trying to roll a hard six? What if the Chinese move against you before Hornet turns?” 
 
    “That’s the real question, isn’t it? If the Chinese move prematurely, I’ll order Hornet to turn and threaten their moon bases. Then it probably turns into a game of chicken.” 
 
    Victoria nodded. “To see who will blink first. I like it, Dad. I’m not a deep-thinking military strategist, but it’s the only way I see of trying to save everything.” 
 
    It was Arnold’s turn to nod. “I’ve already been informed by Admiral McNair that we should write off Saturn and to worry about defending our Earth orbitals. All that does is kick the can down the road. Instead of attacking our orbitals within the month, the Chinese will wait and bring back their Saturn attack force and overwhelm us.” 
 
    Victoria started to say something but stopped when her father held up a hand. 
 
    “The reason I asked to see you is to emphasize how important your mission is. On the way out to Saturn, you need to take out their carrier.” 
 
    “Twenty-four fighters against nearly two hundred Chinese ones? That’s a tall order, Dad.” 
 
    “The cobbled together carriers the Chinese built at their Jupiter facility don’t have squat for acceleration. By the time your fighter force reaches them, you should be able to fly right through the formation without worry.” 
 
    “I can see that. On the recon mission, if I’d had missiles, I could have picked off destroyers as I flew through.” 
 
    “And the Chinese carrier and escort carriers are just converted tankers with no armor and no defensive systems.” 
 
    “My squadron will give it our best.” 
 
    “I know you will, but that’s not the only part of your mission,” Arnold said, and slid a data chip across the desk. “These are special orders for you to read once you are in the asteroid belt. It’s important that you carry them out. I don’t want you looking at them till then.” 
 
    Victoria picked up the data chip and slid it into her uniform pocket. “This is all pretty cloak-and-dagger, Dad, but I’ll do as you ask.” 
 
    Arnold nodded and stood. Victoria stood as well, and the two embraced. 
 
    “Be careful, Vicki; we’ve come so far together that I’d hate to lose you.” 
 
    “I’m more worried about you, Dad. When the Chinese decide to attack, they’re going to come after this carrier with everything they have.” 
 
    “I’ve taken that into account. Whatever happens, my fleet will do its duty. It’s up to you and Hornet to make sure some of us survive. Now, off with you. You have a squadron to prepare, and I have more orders to issue.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Victoria wasted no time in returning to Lovell Station. Once in space, flying the borrowed space fighter, she’d contacted her two senior section leaders. Vicki ordered Lieutenants Barnes and Bitters to muster the squadron for a briefing that would begin as soon as she arrived. Once aboard the station, Victoria went directly to the pilot ready room where she’d brief the squadron on the squadron’s new mission. She didn’t even bother to stop and remove her flight suit. 
 
    “Attention on deck,” a voice called as Victoria entered the ready room. The pilots of VLSF-1 rose from their seats and came to attention. 
 
    “Carry on,” Vicki said, and walked down the center aisle to the lectern at the front of the room. She felt a certain pride in the respect the squadron had shown her. This was the first time she’d addressed the entire squadron since her original discussion in the landing bay when she’d arrived to take command. 
 
    “I’m sure most of you realize that war with the Chinese is imminent,” Vicki said. The lack of surprise told her the squadron knew what was coming. “I guess that’s not a shock to anyone in this room. I’m also sure that all of you realize that the US is not ready for war.” 
 
    Victoria picked up a controller and activated a large, wall-mounted display behind her. She’d had Lieutenant Bitters prepare slides for the presentation. Victoria pressed a button and a tactical display of the Jupiter planetary system appeared. “It’s a poorly kept secret within the squadron that I made a reconnaissance flight to Jupiter to see what the Chinese were up to.” Victoria used a laser pointer to highlight the screen. “This is what I found. Our Asian friends have been busy preparing for war.” 
 
    “The geeks over in intelligence have gone over all the sensor readings I took,” Victoria continued. “They’ve identified most of the ships you see. Twenty destroyers and ten frigates were in orbit or on patrol in the system, and these aren’t the most concerning ships present.” Vicki highlighted ten ships huddled near the Chinese orbital station. “Intelligence has classified these ships as escort carriers. They are tankers the Chinese have converted to carry a single squadron of fighters. Just a reminder, Chinese squadrons are smaller than ours, containing only ten fighters each. Still, a force that can launch a hundred fighters, backed up by the destroyers and frigates, is a potent force.” 
 
    “But wait, there’s more bad news,” Victoria said, and highlighted another, larger ship in orbit near the space station. “The Chinese cobbled together several tanker hulls and created a full-size carrier. It carries eight squadrons of space fighters. Yesterday, most of this force, and likely all the carriers, left Jupiter and headed towards Saturn.” 
 
    “Midway and her escorts won’t be able to stop a force that big,” an unidentified voice said. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Victoria said with a nod. “Our forces protecting Saturn will be hard-pressed to stop this. But for all their firepower and all the fighters they carry, the Chinese have weaknesses.” 
 
    “Which are?” Lieutenant Barnes asked. 
 
    “None of their carriers are true-built warships. They’re tankers converted into warships, with paper-thin hulls, small reactors and fusion engines, and no armament,” Victoria said. “It won’t take but a single missile strike to eliminate any of the escort carriers, and only two or three to take out the large carrier. Midway is a tank. She can take some damage and still stay in the fight. But you’re correct; in the end, they will probably wipe out the Saturn force unless they get some help.” 
 
    “Sounds like a job for the cripples,” another anonymous voice said. 
 
    “Funny you should say that, because the fleet commander thought the same thing,” Victoria said. “Yes, I just came back from a meeting with him and we’re going out to help them.” 
 
    “But we’re only twenty-four fighters,” Lieutenant Bitters said. 
 
    Victoria laughed. “Piloted by twenty-four pilots with bad attitudes.” 
 
    Victoria pulled up the next slide and explained how the squadron was going to even the odds. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Hornet approach, this is Cripple 1 leading a flight of eight space fighters requesting landing clearance,” Victoria called over the radio. 
 
    The day following the squadron briefing, Victoria had launched with her double section from Lovell Station. For anyone who might be paying attention, it was just another squadron exercise. But rather than returning to the station at the end of the flight, they’d land on the carrier Hornet. 
 
    “Cripple Leader, your alpha flight is clear to land in the alpha landing bay. Once aboard, we’ve cleared bravo flight as well,” the flight controller responded. 
 
    “Thank you, flight control, I have the ball,” Victoria said, using the old wet Navy term for the aircraft landing system. 
 
    Vicki led the first four space fighters of alpha flight through the landing sequence. Once in the pressurized portion of the forward hanger, she popped her cockpit canopy as the carrier’s handling team surrounded her space fighter. 
 
    “Were a little crowded right now, Commander,” the chief petty officer in charge of the ground crew informed Vicki. “We’ll be tying you down in the central bay.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief. That will have to do,” Victoria said. She was careful not to mention that it wasn’t a big deal since they’d only be aboard for a few days. 
 
    “The skipper wants to see you as soon as you’re able to get up to the bridge,” the CPO added. 
 
    “I’m sure he does,” Vicki chuckled. 
 
    “The old man only found out you were coming in an hour ago, ma’am, and I think he’s a little upset.” 
 
    Victoria patted the breast pocket of her flight suit. “I have orders for him from the fleet admiral.” 
 
    “Just so, ma’am, but you know how skippers get about surprises.” 
 
    “I do indeed, so I’d best be getting my butt up there.” 
 
    It took Victoria fifteen minutes to get from the flight deck to the bridge of the massive ship. She was sure there was probably a quicker way, but she’d never served aboard an Essex-class carrier. As Vicki approached the door to the captain’s space cabin, it opened, and she went right in. 
 
    “I hope you have orders and instructions for me, Commander?” Captain Jeffrey Rogers said. 
 
    “I do indeed, sir,” Victoria answered, and passed the data chip to Hornet’s commander. She watched as the captain slid the chip into his computer and chuckled to herself as his eyes widened. 
 
    “You know what this says?” Rogers asked. 
 
    “I do, sir. Admiral Buckner briefed me on the mission personally,” Victoria said. 
 
    “I need to go over these orders with my XO, and then have a senior staff meeting,” Rogers said. “Go get yourself cleaned up. I’d like you at that meeting.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Leslie Frazier floated through the zero gravity of the starboard landing bay of her under-construction carrier, Yorktown’s XO beside her. Neither was happy about how the construction schedule had changed. The Lovell space yard had completed the space carrier Yorktown’s massive frame two months ago, but the completion of its outer hull, necessary for pressurizing the ship, was only 70 percent finished. Because of their size, the yard had already installed the ship’s eight fusion reactors, and two were online and providing power to sections of the ship. 
 
    “If we’d stayed on schedule, the outer hull would be done by now,” Commander Pamela Gray, Yorktown’s XO, said, a touch of anger in her voice. “The pre-commissioning crew would move into temporary quarters, and we could really start training.” 
 
    “Orders are orders,” Leslie said, not any happier about the situation than her XO. 
 
    “Headquarters still hasn’t given you an explanation?” 
 
    Frazier shook her head. “All I get from them is that it’s necessary.” 
 
    Both officers stopped in surprise as the doors of the four space fighter airlocks opened. Airlocks created a barrier between the pressurized hanger and the depressurized landing bay. The landing bay handling teams—The recently arrived handling teams, Frazier thought—manhandled the large crate each airlock contained into the hangar compartment. The lack of gravity made the task easy, though it was still cumbersome. Once crates the size and obvious weight of the ones being handled started moving, it was difficult to get them to stop. The CO and XO gave each other a quizzical look and floated over to one container. 
 
    “What you have there, Chief?” Captain Frazier asked the chief petty officer in charge of the deck crew. 
 
    “I don’t know yet, ma’am,” the chief responded. “These crates were just ferried over by tugs and dropped into the landing bay. The dock controller informed us we needed to get the bay clear because more were coming.” 
 
    “But what’s in the crates?” the XO asked. 
 
    The chief petty officer pulled out a scanner and read the barcode on the side of the crate. After reading the display, the chief ran the scanner again, then shook his head in disbelief. “According to the label, it’s a brand-new SF-51 Mustang space fighter.” 
 
    “Why the hell is the dock master sending us four crated-up space fighters?” Commander Gray asked. “With more to come.” 
 
    “It’s more than four, ma’am. They delivered four crates to the port landing bay as well.” 
 
    Sudden realization hit Yorktown’s captain. “Chief, I’m sure you’re up to speed on the work the yard is doing in your landing bay. Can we launch space fighters?” 
 
    “Oh,” the chief said in surprise, then thought about the answer. “Yeah, we could. Well, we could if we were in space. The dock master might get upset if we launched a space fighter inside his construction dock.” 
 
    “I think I’m seeing what’s going on here,” Captain Frazier said. “Chief, do you know what the status of the magnetic arrestors is?” 
 
    “I know the yard’s been working on them, ma’am, but I don’t know how much they’ve gotten accomplished,” the chief replied. “The only reason I know the launchers work is that the yard dogs asked us to test them.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief, you’ve been very helpful,” Frazier said. “I’ll leave you to your work. Did the yard give you any idea how many fighters they’re sending?” 
 
    “The yard didn’t, ma’am, but I overheard one of the tug jockeys comment that he had twelve trips to make.” 
 
    Captain Frazier nodded and motioned for her XO to follow as she walked away. 
 
    “That would be enough fighters for six squadrons, Skipper,” Pamela Gray said. 
 
    “Well, Pam, we were both concerned about how we’d defend our ship if the Chinese attacked. Seems the admiral has been thinking about the same thing.” 
 
    “But we’ll be a sitting duck in space, ma’am.” 
 
    “A sitting duck that can launch fighters to defend herself. We both know the Chinese will target the dock when they attack. I’d rather be a sitting duck that can fight back than stuck inside the dock watching it and our ship destroyed.” 
 
    The two officers decided it was time to return to the ship’s offices located aboard the space dock. They floated through the main causeway that connected the ship to the dock. As they moved into the administrative complex, Yorktown’s two senior officers discovered their day of surprises wasn’t over. Three officers were waiting for them in the captain’s outer office. 
 
    “Are you waiting to see me, Commander?” Captain Frasier addressed the senior of the three officers. It was then that she noticed all wore pilot’s wings. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’m David Gardner, commander of the Fiftieth Fighter Group,” the commander answered. “Vice Admiral Danforth recalled me and my six squadrons to active duty and told me to report to you.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” Captain Frazier’s yeomen interrupted the conversation. “There’s an eyes-only message for you from the vice admiral on your desk. It came in less than an hour ago.” 
 
    “Maybe now we’ll get some answers,” Pearce said. 
 
    “Commander Gardner, this is Commander Pamela Gray, my executive officer.” Yorktown’s captain introduced the two senior officers. 
 
    “This explains the space fighters that started showing up, ma’am,” Frazier said. 
 
    “Space fighters? Aboard the Yorktown?” Gardner asked quizzically. “I assumed we’d be flying off the station and they’d put you in charge of the defense since you’re the senior line officer.” 
 
    “The two of us”—Frasier gestured at her XO—“are as much in the dark as you are about this whole situation. I suspect Vice Admiral Danforth’s message might shine a light on what’s going on.” 
 
    “Is it just you and your senior staff?” Frazier asked. 
 
    Gardner chuckled. “With your yeomen’s help, I have nearly one hundred pilots stashed in offices and conference rooms in this part of the station.” 
 
    Where the hell am I going to put all these people? More importantly, how do I feed and bed them down? The yard would have finished the crew sections of the ship if orders hadn’t diverted them to on the landing bays, Frasier thought. 
 
    Frasier motioned for the two commanders to follow her into her office. The trio floated through the office door, and Frasier swam to her desk and strapped herself into its chair. 
 
    “Let’s see what the admiral has to say,” Frasier said as she inserted the data chip into her computer and began reading the message. 
 
    Initially, Leslie just skimmed the message to pick out the high points. There’d be time to get into the details later. Suddenly, she came to an abrupt stop and looked up at the other two officers. Admiral Buckner definitely has an enormous set of balls, Yorktown’s captain thought as she went back to the beginning of the message and began reading more intently. I understand why he wants to keep this quiet. I doubt Admiral McNair would sign off on this, but he’s right, it’s the only way to save Saturn and defend Earth. 
 
    “Pam, you’re going to have to figure out a way to get berthing, food, etc. for all these pilots,” Captain Frasier said. “Our speculation about the admiral’s intentions was correct. They’ll tow us out of the dock and the space fighters will operate off the Yorktown. Commander Gardner, you’ll need to detail some of your pilots to assist the XO in setting up accommodations. You will also need to supply labor to uncrate all your new space fighters.” 
 
    “New space fighters, ma’am?” Gardner asked. 
 
    “Brand-new Mustangs, Commander, enough for six squadrons,” Frasier said. “And we’re on a timeline. The fleet commander has given us three days to get the fighters ready. That includes moving ordnance and fuel aboard so that they can fight.” 
 
    “Three days!” Gray exclaimed, shaking her head. “I don’t see how we can accomplish that.” 
 
    Leslie tapped her computer. “Admiral Buckner and Vice Admiral Danforth have given us carte blanche for anything we need. The dock master received similar instructions. He’s providing us with every spare body he has, other than the ones needed to get Yorktown ready, to support us. We have our marching orders, people,” Leslie continued, “and no time to waste. I’m going to see the dock master now and start grabbing his people to assist. The two of you need to get the pilots aboard so that they can begin prepping their space fighters. We’ll use the station people to take care of berthing.” 
 
    “If you can get us a guide, ma’am, I’ll take my pilots over to work on the fighters,” Gardner said. 
 
    “My office is across the corridor. I’ll grab my yeomen and have him show you the way,” Gray said. “Then I’ll head over to the ship and figure out where we’re going to stick people.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the engineering folks,” Leslie reminded her XO. “There are two crews of them already operating fusion plants. They are currently living aboard the station but will have to move aboard when we get towed out.” 
 
    “They’re not finished yet, but the yard has already enclosed and pressurized the pilot and crew areas on each bay’s upper level. I just have to figure out a way to rig up hammocks so people can sleep,” the XO said. 
 
    “Put a chief on that,” Frazier said. “It’s what they do, and I’m sure there are some old salts that have had to do that before.” 
 
    “One more thing that each of you should know,” Yorktown’s captain continued. “When they tow us out, we’ll be out there alone.” 
 
    The other two officer’s eyes went wide with that announcement. 
 
    “But Hornet—” Commander Gray began, but was cut off by her captain. 
 
    “Won’t be here,” Frazier said. “She’ll be gone before they tow us out. It will be up to us to defend both the dock and ourselves.” Yorktown’s captain chuckled. “You should probably keep that last part to yourselves for the time being. Everyone’s going to have enough to worry about.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “We just received data from the probes the Midway set on the far side of Jupiter,” Admiral Arnold Buckner heard a voice say from behind him. He turned in his command chair on the flag bridge of the carrier Wasp to see his new chief of staff standing near his right shoulder. Arnold gave Captain Norman Stecker a raised eyebrow. 
 
    To prevent a conflict of interest between Buckner’s daughter, Commander Victoria Buckner, and Captain Stecker, Arnold had the experienced space fighter pilot assigned to his staff as an advisor. To fight the coming battle, Admiral Buckner had reorganized his fleet into two task forces. He’d personally command TF 1, centered on the space carrier Wasp. His old chief of staff, Commodore Simon Conners, commanded TF 2, formed around the carrier Essex. Buckner planned to operate both carriers together, but wanted the flexibility to operate the carriers separately if the need arose. 
 
    Buckner didn’t want to get bogged down dealing with minuscule details during a battle. He needed to focus on the big picture and let other people execute his plan. Since Norm Stecker had been involved in the planning of the upcoming operation, it’d made sense to appoint him as the chief of staff. 
 
    “They’re right where we expected them to be, Admiral,” Stecker answered the unspoken question. “On course for Saturn and accelerating at a meager one gravity. They’ve managed to get their speed up to 0.5 milli-c.” 
 
    Rather than constantly switch between miles per hour and the speed of light, Space Force had recently transitioned to using only light speed as a reference. A milli-c was 0.001c, the equivalent of 300,000 mph. Though it might sound extraordinarily fast, in the vastness of space, it was actually pretty slow. A ship at that speed could make it from Earth to the moon in under an hour but would take fifty-two days to travel between Jupiter and Saturn. Arnold knew the ships would continue to accelerate and reduce the travel time, and would also have to turn around and decelerate in order to intercept and attack the US facilities in orbit around Saturn. 
 
    “Then it seems like it’s time for us to shuffle the deck and start dealing the cards, Norm,” Arnold said. “Pass the contact information on to Space Force Command and the Joint Chiefs. We need to let the politicians play their part, even though they don’t realize they’re part of the battle plan.” 
 
    “I already forwarded the information to both parties, and I’ve already received requests for additional information from Admiral McNair and Commodore O’Shaughnessy.” 
 
    “Give them everything they want, but if they ask what my plans are, tell them I’m still working on them,” Arnold said. 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” Stecker said. The chief of staff turned and floated toward the communication section of the flag bridge. 
 
    “And Norm,” Admiral Buckner called to his chief of staff, “pass the warning order to all fleet units.” 
 
    “Will do, sir.” 
 
    Arnold Buckner had been careful in his preparations. Arnold Buckner and his staff ensured that none of their plans were transmitted via radio. Instead, either Buckner himself, or a trusted deputy, had hand-delivered data chips and briefed each of the key players. Arnold didn’t do it only to prevent Chinese spies from discovering his intentions. The commander of all fleet units knew the actions he was about to take would concern senior US leaders. Arnold knew the risks, but he saw it as the only chance the US had and damn if he would let the bureaucrats get in his way. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Comrade Chairman,” the aide announced from the door, “the minister of state wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    Cheng Kwan, supreme leader of the People’s Republic of China, looked up from the computer tablet he was reading. “Send him in.” 
 
    The chairman watched as the rotund bureaucrat walked from the door to his desk and stared at him impassively. The minister looked at the chair sitting in front of the leader’s desk, and the chairman could see that he wanted to sit. But, without permission, he thought better of it and stood and waited patiently. 
 
    Cheng Kwan made the man wait. He enjoyed belittling the bureaucrats that surrounded him. I know they serve a purpose, but they’re all drones. “You obviously have something important for me,” the chairman said brusquely. 
 
    “Yes, Comrade Chairman. I just received a rather terse diplomatic message from the American Secretary of State through the American ambassador,” the minister said nervously. 
 
    “And what are the imperialists complaining about today?” One would never suspect that the beginning of WW IV was on the horizon from the way Cheng Kwan asked the question. 
 
    “They’re complaining about a large military force that seems to be on its way to Saturn,” the minister said. 
 
    It surprised the leader of China that the Americans already knew of the attack force, but he didn’t show it. It doesn’t really matter. There’s nothing they can do about it. That force can easily crush their Saturn defense force. And if they send reinforcements there, we will attack their forces in Earth orbit and crush them. Either way, within the next two or three months, we’ll control space and then dictate terms to the entire planet. 
 
    Cheng Kwan slid a data chip across his desk to the minister. “I will admit that I am surprised that the Americans have already detected our force. My personal staff has already prepared a response.” The chairman gestured to the chip. “I expect you to transmit that to the Americans, as is. Do you understand that? I don’t want any of your wordsmiths trying to make China’s response more palatable to our enemies.” 
 
    “Of course, Comrade Chairman,” the minister stammered. “I will personally ensure that we send it as is.” 
 
    Cheng Kwan waved a hand in dismissal and didn’t even note the minister’s exit. He had too many things to do. The chairman pressed his intercom button. “I need to see the defense minister and the commanding general as soon as they can get here,” he ordered imperiously, and then released the button, not even waiting for a response. 
 
    *** 
 
    “The Chinese claim it’s a colonization expedition, Mr. President,” the Secretary of State said with his nasally Yale accent. “They claim we violated their sovereign territory, since they claimed everything in the outer solar system back in 2242 when they established their Europa colony.” 
 
    “A claim that no other government on Earth has ever recognized,” the national security advisor said. 
 
    “What else did they have to say?” the president of the United States asked. 
 
    “That they’ll allow us to keep our Titan base, but only if we withdraw our military forces from the Saturn planetary system.” 
 
    “And how long do you think Titan will last?” the chairman of the Joint Chiefs said harshly. “I’d bet my stars the Chinese take it inside of six months.” 
 
    The president of the United States leaned back in his banker’s chair. He’d always been a practical man, at least as far as politics were concerned, but he could now see it had been the wrong course of action with the Chinese. The president, and the two before him, had become complacent and let the Chinese do whatever they wanted. It had been easy to give in on minor issues rather than confront the world’s bully and possibly start a war. Then I doubled down and reduced military spending and plowed the money into social programs to ensure my reelection. 
 
    “What are our options?” the president asked. “What are my options?” 
 
    “I have Space Force working on plans now, Mr. President,” the chairman of the Joint Chiefs stated. “I know that Admiral Buckner, who commands the US Space Fleet, is repositioning units in response to the threat.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can do about Saturn?” the national security advisor asked. 
 
    “As slow as the Chinese forces are moving, we could get units there to reinforce the local defense fleet. But that would leave us dangerously weak here in Earth orbit.” 
 
    “So we are damned if we do and damned if we don’t,” the president said. 
 
    “Might I suggest, sir, that we set up a conference call with Admiral McNair, the Space Force commander, and Admiral Buckner,” the secretary of defense said. “I’ve met and discussed battle plans with Admiral Buckner in the past. I’ve always been impressed with the man’s tactical and strategic thinking.” 
 
    The president noted that the secretary of defense singled out the commander of the fleet, but not the commander of Space Force. “General,” he addressed the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, “set up that meeting. We’ll hold it in the situation room. Obviously, this is the most important thing we have going on, so I’ll clear my schedule. Set it up and I’ll be there. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to speak to leadership up on the hill and let them know what’s going on.” 
 
    The people in the room recognized the president had dismissed them and began filing out of the Oval Office. 
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23. The Battle Begins 
 
    Admiral Buckner, shuffling through the pile of readiness reports on his desk, looked up as Norman Stecker swam into his office. He’d given the new chief of staff carte blanche permission to come and go as needed to perform his duties. 
 
    “I long for the days of being a simple ship’s captain,” Arnold said as he secured the tablet he was reading onto his desk. 
 
    “Ah, but you still had reports and other paperwork to deal with,” Norman said. “And while I commanded nothing larger than a squadron, I know how much I had to deal with.” 
 
    The admiral chuckled. “Then you never learned to delegate it to your executive officer to deal with. I always enjoyed making my XO be the bad cop while I got to be the nice guy for the crew. But you didn’t come in here to talk about that. What’s up?” 
 
    Norman Stecker strapped himself into the seat opposite the admiral and handed him another data pad. “We just got the latest reports from the string of reconnaissance probes. The Chinese force hasn’t deviated from its course yet and is still accelerating.” 
 
    “I’ll look at this later,” Buckner said as he secured the tablet to the desktop to keep it from floating away. “I’m sure you would have already brought it to my attention if there was something unusual about the report. What’s their ETA to reach Saturn?” 
 
    “I had the astrogators run the numbers. If the Chinese maintain course and current acceleration, they’ll turn over in six days to decelerate for orbital insertion. That will put them in orbit near Titan in seventeen days.” 
 
    “If we want Vicki’s squadron to intercept the Chinese far enough out to engage and still have time to make it to the Midway force and rearm, when will they need to launch?” 
 
    “I figured you’d ask that question,” Stecker said. “If we want Hornet to carry them all the way to the proposed launch point near the asteroid belt, we need to start her out within the next four hours. That will give Victoria enough time to launch, make the initial attack as they pass through the Chinese force, and still link up with Midway.” 
 
    Buckner shook his head. “There’s no reason to cut it any closer. It’s time we commit. Signal Captain Rogers to execute his orders. Then signal the rest of the fleet that I’m shifting condition status to war actual.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure those messages go right out, Admiral. I probably should’ve led with this, but you also received a message from the chairman of the Joint Chiefs.” 
 
    Admiral Buckner’s only reaction was a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “There’s a videoconference scheduled for 1300. The president wants a briefing on what the fleet can do to combat the Chinese moves. I’m not sure who will be on the call other than the president, the chairman, Admiral McNair, and you.” 
 
    “Well, if I’m going to talk to the president, I guess I should clean up a little and put on my dress uniform,” Buckner chuckled. 
 
    “What are you going to tell them, sir?” 
 
    “As little as I can get away with,” the admiral replied. “I know that anything said on that call will be in a report on the Chinese chairman’s desk within an hour.” 
 
    “But—” Stecker began, but Buckner cut him off. 
 
    “Get those messages sent, Norm,” Arnold said softly. “Dealing with the president and Admiral McNair is my problem.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Captain Jeff Rogers had the same calculations Norman Stecker’s astrogator had given him. Knowing that he’d soon be receiving orders, Hornet’s captain sat strapped in his command chair on the carrier’s bridge. 
 
    “Orders from the flag, sir,” the communications officer announced. 
 
    “Go ahead, comms.” 
 
    “Admiral Buckner sends his respects. You are directed to execute your orders, signed Captain Norman Stecker, Chief of Staff.” 
 
    “Open the all-hands channel,” Rogers ordered. 
 
    The communications officer typed commands into her computer. “You’re on, Skipper.” 
 
    “All hands, this is the captain.” Jeff Rogers’s words erupted from speakers throughout the huge warship. “We’ve just received direction to execute our mission orders from the fleet commander. You’ve all received briefings from your chiefs and division officers on what’s about to happen. I’m confident that all of you will do your duty. As of this moment, we must consider ourselves at war with China. The ship will begin emergency acceleration in fifteen minutes. Prepare yourselves accordingly. Good luck to all of you and to the rest of the fleet. Captain out.” Rogers signaled the communications officer to close the channel. 
 
    “Helm, do you have the updated course ready to go?” Rogers asked. 
 
    “Updated for our scheduled departure time, Captain,” the petty officer at the ship’s maneuvering controls answered. 
 
    “Boats.” Rogers looked over his shoulder at the boatswain of the watch. “Sound the acceleration alarm and pass the word.” He made a quick check of the time. “We’ll light the torch at 1040 hours.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Arnold Buckner sat strapped into his command chair on the bridge of his flagship. It had been eight hours since he’d issued the orders that put his defensive plan in motion. Arnold was both tired and relieved. Tired because he’d been sitting in the damn chair for six hours. The relief was a surprise. He discovered that once he’d issued the orders, there was nothing left to be done but execute the defense plan he’d been working on and worrying about for six months. Arnold now felt a sense of peace. 
 
    The results of the half-hour videoconference with the president and his military staff had also been a surprise. The meeting had started off pleasantly but had turned venomous when Admiral McNair discovered that he’d sent the carrier Hornet off toward Saturn. Buckner at first tried explaining to the commander of Space Force that it was the only way they’d survive the expected Chinese attack. McNair would hear none of it and ordered Buckner to recall the carrier. 
 
    Protection of the Earth orbitals, McNair reminded Buckner, was his primary responsibility and he must use all of his forces to do that. Arnold refused to recall the carrier and the Space Force commander threatened to relieve him. McNair went so far as to contact the commander of the Essex task force to order him to assume command. Buckner’s former chief of staff, who now commanded the task force, simply refused to accept the order. McNair labeled the two of them, as well as all the rest of the Space Fleet forces under their command, as mutineers, and swore he would see them all punished. 
 
    Buckner had expected the confrontation. It was the reason he’d kept his plan so secret and had been cautious about how he’d given orders to the various fleet units. It hadn’t been only the Chinese he’d been attempting to deceive. Going all the way back to the Vietnam War, modern communications gave rear area commanders far too much influence over battles. Commanders in the field found themselves receiving contradictory orders from commanders sitting in air-conditioned offices thousands of miles away. It was one reason the US had lost that war. Buckner had decided that wouldn’t be the case this time. 
 
    Surprisingly, the president came to his aid. The man principally responsible for the weak position America’s military was currently in saw the handwriting on the wall. The US military, and in particular US Space Force, would need to fight and win against long odds. Buckner found out later that the chairman of the Joint Chiefs had whispered in the president’s ear. The general had told him that if anyone could pull a proverbial rabbit out of a hat, it was Arnold Buckner. The president showed his confidence in a unique way. As the rest of the participants in the video meeting watched Admiral McNair rant at Buckner, his image vanished. 
 
    “I’ve decided, based on what I’ve heard and the advice of the chairman and the secretary of defense, that Admiral McNair isn’t up to the current challenge,” the president said. “Therefore, effective immediately, he’s relieved as commander of the US Space Force. For the time being, Admiral Buckner, you are in command of all Space Force units. You placed all our eggs in one basket, and I’m putting you in charge of that basket.” 
 
    Several seconds of silence followed the statement as the meeting participants digested what the president had just done. “Just remember what my mother said, Admiral.” The president paused for effect. “Don’t fuck up!” 
 
    And that was it. No one said anything after the president’s eloquent endorsement and the meeting quickly ended. Arnold had gotten what he’d wanted. He had a free hand to fight the coming battle. 
 
    “You know there’s no reason for you to stay on the bridge any longer, sir,” Norman Stecker said from beside Arnold’s command seat. 
 
    The fleet admiral had been woolgathering and hadn’t noticed his chief of staff float over. 
 
    “We discussed this during the planning. The Chinese would either move right away, or they’d wait and give the Hornet time to get far enough away so she couldn’t take part in the battle,” Stecker said. “Seems like they’re going to wait.” 
 
    “And that fits our plan very well,” Arnold said. “If they had attacked right away, we’d have held them off here, for now, but would have lost Saturn.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” Stecker said. “Don’t sell your daughter short. If she can launch a sneak attack and take out some of their space fighter assets, it will help even the odds. And all Doris Pearce needs is close to even odds.” Captain Doris Pearce commanded the carrier Midway protecting Saturn. 
 
    “Then I think it’s time for me to see if I can take a nap,” Arnold said. “If our crystal ball is correct, it will probably be twenty-four hours before the Chinese move. Do we have the AWACS birds out providing early warning coverage?” 
 
    “We do, sir,” Stecker answered. “We have eight birds deployed and another eight ready to back them up.” 
 
    Buckner nodded as he unbuckled and floated out of the command chair. “I want to go active on all those birds.” Before Stecker could argue the order, Arnold explained. “I know that will make them sitting ducks for the Chinese when they come around the moon. But it will keep them from sneaking a force in using stealth. If they start picking them off, we’ll just launch more birds. We have plenty of them.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on that, sir,” Stecker said to the retreating figure of his admiral as he floated toward his space cabin. 
 
    *** 
 
    “How long are we going to wait, sir?” Sun Shi’s aide whispered in his general’s ear. 
 
    “Patience, young one,” the commander of China’s Space Force said to the young colonel. “The Americans only have two moves they could make. They either send reinforcements to Saturn, which would leave them vulnerable in Earth orbit, or they stand pat and let us take their hydrogen facilities.” 
 
    “But the damaged carrier—” the aide began, but the general cut him off. 
 
    “That carrier appears to be headed to Saturn,” Sun Shi said. “Before I commit our lunar forces, I will make sure that it is well on its way to Saturn. Once that force is thirty-six hours out, then we will begin. That far away, it will be impossible for them to return before we crush the rest of the American fleet.” 
 
    “It is a brilliant plan, sir,” the aide said. “It assures us of victory.” 
 
    Sun Shi paid no attention to the comments of the aide. He was a sycophant. The commander of the Chinese Space Force knew he was a spy for the security services. He envied the generals of other countries who got to select their aides and their staffs. In that regard, I’m lucky. Yes, my aide is a spy, but the rest of my senior staff is actually competent. Competent enough that I can trust them to handle mundane planning details. Still, it would be nice to have someone to discuss ideas with. 
 
    General Sun Shi couldn’t divulge what he perceived to be the weakest part of their plan. We are leaving our Jupiter and lunar bases weakly defended to support this attack. If the American carrier Hornet links up with their Saturn force, it will give them two carriers. That will be enough to take care of our Jupiter force. I know we can eliminate the two remaining carriers, but at what cost? They might end up with a superior force they can strike back with. 
 
    Sun Shi shook his head. No. That will never happen. McNair is too conservative and stuck in the past to send a carrier all the way to Saturn. When we make our move, he’ll panic and order it to return to Earth, but it will be too late by then. All he’ll do is allow us to defeat him in detail. 
 
    Like most Chinese officers, Sun Shi had studied the writings of Sun Tzu, the ancient Chinese military philosopher. One of Sun Tzu’s most important lessons was to know your enemy. The commander of China’s Space Force knew his counterpart very well. Much of the plan for the final battle had been based on how General Bruce McNair would react to the Chinese moves. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vicki Buckner floated through the pressurized hangar of Hornet’s port landing bay. Like all pilots, she had pre-mission rituals that she performed. When Vicki had been just a pilot, she’d spend the time between the mission briefing and the launch going over her space fighter. Now, as the squadron commander, she floated through the hangar inspecting all the squadron’s fighters. 
 
    Victoria wasn’t performing a detailed preflight inspection. That would be too time-consuming to do. No, she was ensuring each fighter was prepared to support the mission. Swimming down the line of fighters in zero gravity, Vicki checked the weapons loadout of each bird. Engineers had attached two external pylons, essentially miniature wings to each Wraith space fighter. Each pylon had two Fang space-to-space missiles attached. The Fang was a high-speed, medium-range missile used to shoot down enemy space fighters. It was also effective in shooting down enemy anti-ship missiles. 
 
    Attached to the ventral side of each space fighter were external hydrogen and oxygen tanks. These were used to extend the range of the Wraith. The heavily modified fighters Vicki’s squadron flew could stay in space for three days. The extra air and fuel the external tanks provided extended that to five days. And even with them, we’ll be coasting in on fumes when we get to Saturn. 
 
    Victoria understood the mission her father had given her. Hell, it had originally been her idea, but that didn’t mean she liked it. Victoria was confident she could manage the five days the mission would take but wasn’t sure how many of her pilots would survive. Being in charge sucks, Victoria thought. I didn’t worry about this when I was getting ready for the Jupiter mission. Probably because it was only my ass that was hanging out in space. 
 
    *** 
 
    Norm Stecker stuck his head through the door of Admiral Buckner’s space cabin. “They’re moving, sir.” 
 
    Arnold Buckner was lying in the narrow bunk along one wall of his office. He’d been staring at the ceiling, running through battle scenarios. Arnold released the strap which secured him in the bed and used handholds to float out into the center of the cabin. 
 
    “How many and where?” he asked, then shook his head. “Never mind. It’s easier for me to look and see myself.” 
 
    Admiral Buckner grabbed the corner of his desk and used it to propel him through the zero gravity toward the open door of his space cabin. Seeing the admiral in motion, Norman retreated onto the flag bridge. Within moments, the recently elevated commander of US Space Force was strapped in his seat and analyzing the tactical displays arrayed across the front of his control center. 
 
    “They’re not coming in the way we expected,” Stecker commented. 
 
    To prepare for the battle that he knew was coming, Buckner had ordered two reconnaissance probes placed to watch the backside of the moon. They’d been positioned far enough out that the Chinese wouldn’t see them, but at an angle to warn when the Chinese moved. The probes couldn’t see the Chinese bases or dockyards beyond the moon, nor were any Chinese warships visible. What they had picked up was nearly three hundred Chinese space fighters in a high lunar orbit emerging from behind the moon. 
 
    “That’s a lot of fighters, sir,” Stecker said. 
 
    Buckner grunted. “I’m not worried about them. Between our two carriers and Armstrong Station, we can handle that. I’m concerned about where their fleet is.” 
 
    Just as Arnold said that, two formations of ships appeared. Each group contained a Chinese space carrier, escorted by six destroyers. The two forces were moving on an elliptical course headed toward Earth. 
 
    “Stecker?” Arnold asked. 
 
    “Working on it, sir,” Arnold’s chief of staff said from where he floated behind the tactical station. “They’re headed toward Lovell Station, sir.” 
 
    “What do you think, Captain? Is it a faint to draw a carrier away to defend the station, or are they going for a knockout?” 
 
    “Why can’t it be both?” Stecker used a question to answer a question. 
 
    “They want to see which way we’ll jump,” Buckner said. “The Chinese don’t suspect we can see what they’re doing. With three hundred fighters sitting in high lunar orbit, they’re daring us to send a carrier out to Lovell.” 
 
    “Admiral, if those two carriers we see are carrying all of their space fighters, then the ones in front of us are from the Chinese space stations and the two remaining carriers,” Stecker said. The chief of staff looked expectantly at the fleet commander. When the admiral issued no orders, he decided he needed to ask. “Orders, sir?” 
 
    “Nothing yet, Captain,” Buckner said. “I want to let them commit to their attack before we do anything.” 
 
    The admiral then waved his chief of staff over to his command chair. “We know the Chinese fighters have the same endurance as our own. After five hours, they’ll have to land if only to replenish the oxygen systems,” Buckner said quietly. 
 
    “Unless they’re using drop tanks for that like we do,” Stecker countered. 
 
    “We only modified my daughter’s squadron, not the rest of the fighter force,” Arnold argued. Buckner swung the small tactical display attached to the arm of the command chair in front of him and used the pen to highlight a point on the display. “When the Chinese carrier forces reach this point, I want to launch all of Essex’s and Wasp’s fighters against the fighters in lunar orbit. As soon as our carriers launch, we will turn and follow them toward the moon.” 
 
    “They’ll be seriously outnumbered, Admiral,” Norm said quietly, “by almost two to one.” 
 
    “I don’t intend for them to press the attack,” Arnold said. “They’ll close to maximum range, launch a full volley of missiles, and then retreat to the carriers. I want to pare down their fighter force.” Before his space fighter expert could argue, Arnold continued. “I know we won’t get a high percentage of hits, but we’ll get some and we’ll force them to return to their bases to rearm and refuel.” 
 
    “Then we can do the same and hit the two carriers,” Stecker added. 
 
    “That’s my hope,” Arnold said. “Now let the captains know what the plan is and alert the CAGs.” 
 
    Thirty minutes later, the two American carriers began launching space fighters. When the twelve squadrons of space fighters finished launching, they turned toward the moon and ignited their torch fusion engines. Within moments, the nearly 200 attackers were streaking toward the enemy. 
 
    As soon as they launched their fighters, the two American carriers, along with their escorts, turned toward the moon as well. Each force performed a five-minute fusion burn to build up speed and followed the attack force. Admiral Buckner wanted to reduce the time it would take for fighters to return to their parent carriers to refuel and rearm. 
 
    Norman Stecker had planned out the fighter attack. Fighters would burn their fusion engines for an hour, building up enough speed to reach missile range of the Chinese fighters in two hours. The carriers following behind wouldn’t be going nearly as fast. The entire strike would be right on the edge of the Mustang space fighter’s five-hour endurance limit. 
 
    Arnold Buckner sat patiently in the command chair, monitoring the battle. It’d been an hour since they had launched the fighters. With nothing much else to do, he’d been reviewing reports when Norman Stecker interrupted his thoughts. 
 
    “The two Chinese carriers that were headed toward Lovell Station have turned and are now headed toward us,” the chief of staff reported. 
 
    Damn, Arnold thought. “How far out are they, and how soon will they be in attack range?” 
 
    “They haven’t launched fighters yet, but they could do the same thing we just did,” Stecker said. “I expect to see them launching fighters soon and they’ll follow them in.” 
 
    “Captain,” a technician at the sensor console called out to the chief of staff. “The long-range probes have picked up additional Chinese units.” 
 
    Stecker floated over to the tactical section to look at the more detailed screens. While he did that, Arnold Buckner stared at the primary display as it updated the new Chinese forces. The other two Chinese carriers had appeared from behind the moon in a high lunar orbit. But that didn’t concern Buckner as much as the force of ten missile cruisers accelerating at high speed which were bearing down on his two carriers. 
 
    “What you think, Captain Stecker?” Admiral Buckner asked. 
 
    “Based on course and speed, it’s a coordinated attack against us,” the chief of staff responded. “Those cruisers will reach firing range in two hours. The original two carriers, if they launch their space fighters within the next, let’s say, fifteen minutes, will reach firing range at the same time.” 
 
    “That will be an awful lot of missiles in the space, and us with no fighters flying cover,” Buckner said. The admiral sat and pondered the situation. 
 
    While still thinking of a response, Buckner snapped an order to his communications officer. “Send the recall signal to Hornet.” 
 
    Buckner knew that the distant carrier likely wouldn’t affect the current battle. There was no way they could arrive to provide support against the coming attack. Hornet had departed thirty hours ago, but she had been accelerating for most of that time. Because of its course and current speed, the carrier could actually be in strike range of the Chinese lunar facilities in six hours. It was entirely possible the Chinese would pick the carrier up on long-range sensors well before that. But will it be early enough to cause the Chinese commander to blink? Buckner shook his head. He couldn’t depend on that. 
 
    “Captain Stecker, signal the 1st and 2nd missile cruiser squadrons to turn and engage the enemy missile cruisers,” Buckner ordered. 
 
    Stecker floated over to the command chair. “Is that wise, sir? We’ll need those cruisers to provide antimissile defense.” 
 
    “Those enemy cruisers are the biggest threat,” Buckner said. “While we’re tied up defending against the space fighters, those cruisers will sit out there and just keep pumping missiles at us.” 
 
    Admiral Buckner looked at the tactical display. “And we can’t withdraw the carriers back toward Armstrong Station. If we do that, we doom the twelve squadrons that are already in space. They won’t have the air to make it back aboard.” 
 
    “We could recall the fighters,” Stecker suggested. 
 
    “We could,” Buckner said, and swiveled a keyboard in front of him to work on attack vectors. “Because of Essex’s position, her fighters could make an intercept on anything the approaching Chinese carriers launched. But we’d have to turn them right now. That would also allow us to pull the Essex back toward Armstrong Station.” 
 
    “And Wasp’s fighters?” 
 
    “We could turn them as well. But if I read the tea leaves correctly, the Chinese fighters in lunar orbit will turn and attack us. So, we’ll continue on our current course and let those fighters engage.” 
 
    “I think you’re right, sir,” Stecker nodded. “The two carriers in lunar orbit can support just that move. Just as we followed our fighters in, those Chinese carriers will follow the lunar fighter force when they turn to attack us.” 
 
    Buckner suddenly had a novel thought. He highlighted the first two Chinese carriers on the tactical display. “What do you think the Chinese would do if Lovell Station launched its fighter force and sent them in our direction?” 
 
    “That’s a tough call, sir,” Stecker said. “They might see Lovell as a sitting duck and send a carrier against it. Or they may just continue against us, figuring that if they knock us out, they can take Lovell whenever they want it.” 
 
    “Either way, it would give us another six squadrons around Armstrong Station,” Buckner said. He thought about what he wanted to do for a moment longer, then issued his order. “Signal Lovell Station to launch all its fighters and send them to protect Armstrong Station.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vicki was dreaming about Norman. It was a pleasurable dream. No, it was a great dream. The two of them were in bed, naked, and it was just getting to the good part when someone shook her. She cracked open a single eyelid to see a chief petty officer standing over her. 
 
    “Captain needs to see you, ma’am,” the man said. 
 
    Still half asleep, Vicki mumbled, “Thanks, Chief.” She wasn’t sure if her words were coherent, but the man obviously understood and moved away. Victoria raised the pilot’s briefing seat she’d been dozing in to its upright position and looked around the ready room where the rest of her squadron was relaxing. 
 
    Vicki spotted Captain Jeff Rogers standing in the door to the space and gave him a nod. She unstrapped herself from the chair and, using its back, propelled herself across the ready room toward the open hatch, gracefully sailing through the zero-gravity environment. 
 
    Jeff Rogers didn’t have time to mince words. “Things aren’t going well for your father, and he’s issued the recall order. Time to get your folks ready to fly, Commander Buckner.” 
 
    Victoria desperately wanted to ask what was happening back in Earth orbit, but decided knowing wouldn’t do her any good. There was nothing she could do about what was going on back there. The best way to help her father would be to carry out his plan. 
 
    “How long, sir?” was all she asked. 
 
    “I already have my deck crews putting your Wraiths into the launch tubes,” Rogers said. “The sooner I get you launched, the sooner I can start the return trip.” Rogers paused, as if making his mind up what to say. “Victoria, your father knew what could happen. And if it makes you feel any better, at our current speed, we can get back in six hours.” 
 
    Victoria reached out and put a hand on the man’s arm. She knew he was an old friend of her father. “I’ll get my people moving. We’ll be ready to launch in ten minutes. When you see my dad, tell the grouchy old bastard I’ll give them hell.” 
 
    Jeff Rogers laughed at the comment. “I’ve got my astrogator updating your course. He’ll send it directly to your fighters.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Victoria stuck out her hand. “Thanks for the ride, Skipper. My squadron and I wish Hornet luck in the coming action.” 
 
    “And to you and yours, Commander,” Rogers said, returning the handshake. “I think we’re all going to need it.” He released her hand, turned, and floated down the passage, headed back to his bridge. 
 
    “All right, boys and girls,” Vicki bellowed as she floated back into the briefing room. “As they used to say in the old days, drop your cocks and grab your socks. It’s time to get up and get moving.” She watched as the rest of her squadron shook themselves out of their slumber. “Now, people,” she screamed. “Pilots, man your fighters.” With that, she spun midair and propelled herself through the hatch, not bothering to check if the rest of her squadron followed. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Excellency, the Americans are launching fighters from their Lovell Space Station,” one of General Sun Shi’s aides announced. 
 
    The commander of the People’s Liberation Army Space Force sat in his war room aboard the space station Red Moon. The command center of his war was in the rotating section, using centrifugal force to produce limited gravity. 
 
    “Show me,” Sun Shi said, and waved a hand toward the display screens on the wall opposite his seat. He studied the screens carefully for nearly a minute. “Am I correct in believing that’s the station’s entire fighter force?” 
 
    “It is, Comrade General,” the aide responded. “This is a great opportunity to destroy their only space dock.” 
 
    “Or it could be a ploy to get us to divert forces from the main attack,” Sun Shi said. “Still, you are right. It is an opportunity.” 
 
    The Chinese space fleet commander leaned back in his seat and steepled the fingers of both hands over his chest. I don’t doubt we can destroy the American forces. But what shape will we be in after the battle? And the carrier Hornet is still out there, somewhere. She wouldn’t have the strength to come after this space station, but she may be able to defeat what’s left of our damaged carrier force. 
 
    But if I take out their space dock, and that half-finished carrier they’ve hauled out of it, I ensure they can’t build any more ships. So even if I lose all of our carriers, China can still build more. And will still have sufficient warships to prevent the Americans from rebuilding in space. 
 
    “Send orders to the second carrier division to change course and attack the American space dock,” Sun Shi ordered. 
 
    “We could send a destroyer squadron instead, Excellency,” the aide said. 
 
    The Chinese general shook his head. “No, that wouldn’t be sufficient. Like us, the Americans have installed lasers and railguns to defend the station. It will take more than a few destroyers to knock it out. No, this is a job for space fighters, especially since the station just sent all of theirs to help protect their fleet.” 
 
    “I will issue the orders at once, sir.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “A message just came in from Hornet, Admiral,” Norman Stecker said. “She acknowledged receipt of the order and will execute within twenty minutes.” 
 
    Arnold Buckner still sat in his command chair, watching the waves of Chinese fighters approach his two carriers. He’d badly miscalculated the Chinese battle plan, and his force would have to pay for that mistake. 
 
    “Admiral, Captain, one of the Chinese carriers is turning back toward Lovell Station,” an officer at the tactical station announced. 
 
    Well, at least that idea worked, Arnold thought. “I expect the other carrier will launch fighters soon. Norm.” Arnold looked at his chief of staff. “As soon as the Chinese launch, have Armstrong launch fighters to cover Essex.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” Norman said, then gave his admiral a what about us look. 
 
    “I am afraid we’re on our own. Besides, Essex has to face the missile cruisers and the fighters.” 
 
    “Hopefully, the two missile cruiser squadrons can do something about that.” 
 
    Arnold Buckner simply grunted in response. Hopefully. 
 
    *** 
 
    Aboard the flagship of the 1st Cruiser Squadron, USS Boston, hope was all there was. Captain Sandra O’Neill sat in the command chair on the bridge of her cruiser. Sandra had come a long way from being the XO of the missile cruiser Mobile Bay and its disastrous encounter with pirates. She’d worked behind the scenes during that battle, trying hard to cover the mistakes of her commanding officer. Sandra expected the fleet to reprimand her for acting behind her captain’s back after the battle. Instead, they’d credited her with saving most of the convoy and preventing the destruction of her ship. 
 
    Captain O’Neill commanded both her own ship and the rest of the squadron. US Space Force officers lacked senior commanders to assign a commander to small squadrons. Hence, she was in overall command of the three other cruisers assigned to her force. 
 
    Boston and the three other cruisers were all newly built City-class cruisers. After several early battles fought by older missile cruisers built by the United States, inherent weaknesses in the design became obvious. First among those was the heavy reliance on missiles. The Mobile Bay and her sister ship’s main armament were entirely missiles. Sure, they had both laser and railgun antimissile batteries, but those were for close-in defensive work. Each ship boasted eight missile tubes built into their bows and carried a mixture of extended-range anti-fighter missiles and anti-ship missiles. But once they’d fired their magazines dry, a total of sixty-four missiles, they became vulnerable to an enemy attack. 
 
    They built the new generation of cruisers with a mixture of offensive capabilities. Designers had moved the missile tubes to off-center firing positions along the port and starboard sides of the ship, similar to the torpedo tubes of the US Navy’s submarine force. There were still eight tubes, four mounted on each side. The bow now boasted two medium lasers and four 100 mm railguns in fixed forward firing positions. To support the power needed by the new weapon systems, they had installed a third fusion reactor in the forward part of the ship. They had lengthened the class to accommodate the changes and still boasted the same number of antimissile laser and railgun batteries. The coming battle would be their first test. 
 
    Sandra stared at her tactical display. When the fleet admiral had ordered the two cruiser squadrons forward to engage the enemy cruisers, they’d performed a short fusion burn to pick up speed. With the enemy force already approaching, it wasn’t necessary to go any faster, so Sandra had minimized the burns. 
 
    After all, I don’t want to get too far from the fleet. We just need to be far enough out to engage the cruisers before they can launch, Sandra thought. Besides, we also have to worry about fighters coming from the Chinese carrier bearing down on us on our port quarter. 
 
    Sandra was glad the Chinese diverted the second carrier. Taking on a hundred and sixty Chinese fighters and ten missile cruisers would be a chore for her cruisers and the space carrier Essex. A part of Boston’s captain’s mind worried about Lovell Station and how they’d defend themselves, but the move improved her tactical situation. 
 
    “Guns,” Sandra addressed the ship’s tactical officer by the age-old naval nickname, “how soon until we can launch?” 
 
    “Based on the closing speed of the two forces, ma’am, five minutes.” 
 
    “Are you talking to your counterparts on the other cruisers?” Sandra asked. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, we are all linked into one tactical circuit. When you give me the order to fire, all eight of us will.” 
 
    Sandra nodded absently at the answer as she thought about the battle plan she’d put together. As the senior of the two squadron commanders, Sandra was in overall command. US forces didn’t have many advantages in the upcoming battle, but she was going to take advantage of the most significant one. The United States had developed two very capable missiles for space fighters: the Fang space-to-space missile and Talon anti-ship missile. Both had been modified for use aboard the cruisers by adding a second stage to each missile, extending their range by one hundred miles. 
 
    Sandra intended to fire two salvos of Talon missiles at the enemy cruisers as soon as they reached range. She knew the hit probabilities would be low. At short- and medium-ranges, the Talon was incredibly accurate, but as the distance increased, that accuracy diminished exponentially. At two hundred miles, they’d only be 50 percent accurate, and then you had to consider Chinese countermeasures, maneuvering, and antimissile fire. The American force would be lucky to get one hit in eight. But one hit would still be enough to cause severe damage to a Chinese cruiser. Each American cruiser would fire missiles against a single Chinese cruiser. Sandra hoped that would at least slow down the enemy advance. 
 
    “We are within range,” the tactical officer announced. 
 
    “Open fire,” Sandra ordered. 
 
    Boston’s captain felt her ship shudder as all eight of its missile tubes fired. Sandra quickly checked the tactical display and saw that the other seven cruisers in the force had launched as well. 
 
    “All missiles flying hot, straight, and true, Skipper.” 
 
    “Time for reload, Guns?” Sandra asked. She knew the answer but asked anyway. It was always better to make sure there weren’t any problems. 
 
    “Thirty seconds, ma’am.” 
 
    “Chinese carrier is launching fighters,” a sensor operator reported. 
 
    “Range to the Chinese fighters?” Sandra asked. 
 
    “Five hundred miles, ma’am,” the sensor operator responded. 
 
    “The Chinese cruisers are launching missiles, Captain,” the tactical officer said into the bedlam. 
 
    “Against us, or our missiles?” 
 
    “Still analyzing, Captain,” the man said. “Second missile volley ready.” 
 
    “Same targets, Guns. Fire when ready.” 
 
    Sandra was working on her tactical display when she felt her ship vibrate again with the missile launch. Her calculations showed the recently launched Chinese fighters were too far away for an intercept. Essex will have to deal with them. 
 
    “The fighters in lunar orbit have turned to engage Wasp,” tactical reported. 
 
    Sandra stared at the tactical feed displayed on her bridge’s forward monitor. She doubted anyone really understood what was going on anymore. But her cruiser squadron’s unique position put her in the center of the activity. 
 
    Wasp’s space fighter squadron, launched early in the battle, was five minutes away from engaging the Chinese squadrons in lunar orbit. Essex’s fighters, launched at the same time against the orbiting Chinese, were now streaking back toward their carrier. Sandra’s calculations showed it would be a close-run race. The same applied to the fighters coming from Lovell Station, who were also attempting a rendezvous with the Essex. That lone carrier would have to depend on Armstrong Station’s fighters for protection until help arrived. 
 
    Then there were the ten Chinese missile cruisers that were also bearing down on the beleaguered carrier. Boston and her sister cruisers’ first two volleys were just entering attack range. The Chinese ships were doggedly shooting counter-missiles against those strikes. Even with their superior guidance and ECM systems, the Chinese defensive fire had whittled down the opening salvo from sixty-four to thirty-six. Sandra knew they’d be lucky to get four hits out of that strike. 
 
    “Guns, reload all tubes with Talon missiles and continue targeting the enemy cruisers. Helm, continue to close the range. Communications, signal the rest of the force, engage the enemy more closely.” 
 
    “Reloading with Talon missiles now, ma’am,” the tactical officer said. “Chinese cruisers are targeting our second missile strike.” 
 
    Fleet intelligence briefing suggested the Chinese had a slower reload ability than the US. She hoped they were right. That might just let them sneak the next missile strikes in. “Tactical, what’s the status of the third volley?” 
 
    “All cruisers report ready to launch, ma’am.” 
 
    “Fire the third volley and begin reload,” Sandra ordered. “Continue engaging the enemy cruisers. Fire as soon as the next salvo is ready.” 
 
    Boston’s captain watched as the first wave of American missiles finally reached the Chinese cruisers and slumped back in her seat. Damn, no hits. Close-in defensive fire from the enemy ships had taken out an additional thirty missiles. The six that got through all missed. 
 
    “Our first strike was ineffective, Skipper,” Sandra heard her XO’s voice over their private channel. 
 
    No shit, Sandra thought sarcastically, then shook her head. She’s just doing her job. The XO is pointing out that our current tactics might not be effective. 
 
    “I saw, XO,” Sandra said, trying hard not to sound bitter. “Recommendation?” 
 
    “We could wait and close the range,” was the response. 
 
    “We could, but there is a method to my madness. As long as they are defending themselves, they can’t launch missiles against the Essex,” Sandra explained. She continued before the XO could interrupt. “And yes, I realize we’re just delaying that launch, but we’re buying time for the fighter groups to get in a position to defend the carrier.” 
 
    “And us?” the XO asked quietly. 
 
    “We are expendable, all of us.” 
 
    The private channel was silent for several moments before the XO responded. “I’d best get back to my duties, Skipper.” 
 
    Just as the fourth salvo of missiles launched against the Chinese cruisers, the second strike went home. The results weren’t much better, but at least this time they hit one of the enemy ships. Sandra watched as one of the Chinese cruisers staggered out of formation, streaming atmosphere and turning back toward the moon. Well, that’s a salvo of ten missiles that won’t be heading for Essex. 
 
    “Aspect change on one of the Chinese fighter groups,” tactical announced. 
 
    Sandra had spotted the course change just as the sensor operator had announced it. “I need information, tactical.” 
 
    “Eight squadrons, ma’am, and they’re burning hard,” tactical said. “And they’re headed for the Essex. 
 
    Damn, Sandra thought. 
 
    *** 
 
    “They’ve got Essex boxed in, Admiral,” Norman Stecker said. 
 
    Arnold Buckner sat staring at his tactical display. Essex was now being attacked by three different attack groups, each coming from a separate direction. Eighty Chinese space fighters were attacking on her port quarter, the Chinese missile cruisers were bearing straight in, and another group of Chinese fighters was attacking the carrier’s starboard side. There weren’t any anti-ship missiles in the air yet, but it was just a matter of time. 
 
    The eight American missile cruisers Buckner had sent to screen the vulnerable carrier were charging the Chinese missile cruiser force. Captain O’Neill’s force had already destroyed one Chinese cruiser, and Buckner hoped she could take out more. Regardless, the American cruiser attack was keeping the enemy from launching anti-ship missiles as they defended themselves. 
 
    “Armstrong’s fighters are engaging the Chinese force,” Buckner’s tactical officer said. “Missiles are in the air for both sides.” 
 
    Admiral Buckner shifted attention back to the battle his own flagship was fighting. The US held a slight advantage, eighty Chinese fighters against ninety-six American ones. Buckner watched as the Chinese fired a second volley. The Chinese have the luxury of doing that. They don’t have a carrier to defend, so they can launch all of their space missiles. Our fighters are holding missiles back to shoot down anti-ship missiles. 
 
    “Four of the Chinese squadrons are trying to blow through, sir,” Stecker reported. 
 
    That tactic made sense to Buckner, too. “I’ll wager they armed those with anti-ship missiles. The other four squadrons will keep the rest of our space fighters busy.” 
 
    “The CAG is trying to break at least a squadron loose to engage them,” Stecker said as he listened to the space fighter communications channel. 
 
    Buckner grunted and watched as the numbers on the tactical display changed. After the initial missile exchanged, forty-eight American fighters, essentially half the force, remained. For the Chinese, only twenty-two fighters made it through the maelstrom. Those fighters were now streaking toward his flagship. The enemy had sacrificed four squadrons of fighters to run interference, but the ploy had worked. 
 
    “How long?” Buckner asked quietly. 
 
    “Ten minutes, sir.” 
 
    “Signal our escorts to deploy along the threat axis, Captain Stecker,” Arnold ordered. “And activate the decoy drones.” 
 
    “Sir,” one of the sensor operators called out to get Stecker’s attention. “Chinese squadrons attacking Essex have launched anti-ship missiles.” 
 
    The American fleet commander and his chief of staff simply stared at the display. They had launched so many missiles that the system couldn’t show individual targets. Instead, two large red blobs marched across the screen toward the green dot that represented the carrier. 
 
    “Do you have a count?” Stecker asked the sensor operator. 
 
    “The lunar strike fighters launched eighty missiles, and the strike from the Chinese carrier launched …” The sensor operator had to pause and recheck the number. “One hundred sixty.” 
 
    “If Hornet—” Stecker started to say, but Buckner cut him off. 
 
    “If Hornet doesn’t destroy the Chinese lunar facilities, this will all be in vain.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24. Dying Ships 
 
    Colonel Tang Ha sat stoically in the command chair of China’s newest space carrier, Fujian. He watched as the small force he commanded barrel toward the American space dock and space station. 
 
    “Communications,” he called out without looking away from the large tactical screen mounted on the front bulkhead of his bridge. “Signal the fighter commander to launch his squadrons.” 
 
    Tang Ha only half paid attention to his communicator repeating back his order. He simply nodded that it was correct, all the while studying the tactical situation. His carrier, and its four escorting destroyers, were rapidly closing on the American space complex. When high command saw the Americans send the fighter force defending the space station to reinforce their carriers, they’d issued orders changing the attack plan. Instead of continuing its attack against the American carrier force, they had directed Fujian to attack the enemy facilities. 
 
    Knowing that the Americans had stripped their space fighter protection, Tang Ha armed all eighty of his space fighters for an anti-ship strike with two anti-ship missiles each. The Chinese colonel wanted to complete his mission with a single strike. This would enable his carrier to destroy the facilities, recover fighters, then turn and help his sister ships defeat the American space fleet. 
 
    His space fighter commander had argued strenuously against the decision. Instead, he wanted half of the fighters armed with air superiority missiles to engage any enemy fighters that might appear. The commander insisted that they’d have plenty of time to deal with the American facilities and could easily launch a second strike. Tang Ha did not want to miss destroying the American fleet, so he had insisted upon his plan. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Here they come,” Commander Pamela Gray said over the private channel to her captain, as she saw the Chinese carrier launch space fighters. 
 
    “Eight squadrons worth of them,” Captain Leslie Frazier said. “I wonder what the mix is?” 
 
    “If it were me,” said the voice of the third person on the channel, Commander David Gardner, “it would be a 50/50 split. Four squadrons set up for air superiority, and four in bomber mode.” 
 
    “The way you said that you don’t think the Chinese commander armed the fighters?” Gray asked. 
 
    “I’ve interacted with a few of them in the past,” Gardner responded from where he sat in the cockpit of a Mustang space fighter. “They’re arrogant, and I’m betting this captain feels he might lose face by not being involved in the attack on our carriers.” 
 
    “Then what do you think the mix is?” Captain Frazier asked. 
 
    “Seven bombers and one air superiority. Remember, they think they’re attacking a totally defenseless complex,” Gardner responded. 
 
    The discussion caused Leslie to think about the decision she’d made about her own fighter group’s armament. She’d armed four of her squadrons for space defense, each Mustang fighter carrying four Viper missiles. Then armed the other two squadrons in a half missile configuration, two Viper missiles for space superiority, and one of the larger Talon anti-ship missiles. 
 
    “Skipper, I recommend we launch,” Gardner said. “I want to engage them as far away from the station as possible.” 
 
    “I agree, Skipper,” Yorktown’s XO said. 
 
    “Standby for the order,” Leslie said, and closed the private channel. She then keyed the shipwide comm channel on the arm of her command chair. “This is the captain. Launch all space fighters!” 
 
    It only took a moment for Yorktown’s commanding officer to feel her ship shudder from the simultaneous launch of thirty-two fighters. 
 
    *** 
 
    Tang Ha sat bolt upright in his command seat as the red icons of enemy fighters suddenly appeared on his display. He immediately realized he’d been duped. The still under construction carrier the Americans had towed out of its space dock had suddenly grown teeth. The Chinese carrier commander completely understood the depth of his mistake. After all, his fighter commander had warned him that something like this could happen. 
 
    Ha checked the status of his own space fighters and realized he had no choice. If they try to return, the imperialists will simply pick them off. Better to continue on and hope that some of them launch their missiles, the Chinese commander thought. Then he realized his own ship might be in danger. What if the American commander arms some of his fighters with ship killers? 
 
    “Communications, signal our escorts to move forward and screen us from the enemy space fighters,” Tang Ha ordered. “Helm, bring us about. I want to open the distance from the enemy station.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Commander David Gardner chuckled as he saw the Chinese carrier turn away from the approaching American fighters. Too late for that, bitch, he thought. Gardner had decided to fly and participate in the attack and had slid his fighter into formation with the 501st fighter squadron. Along with the 502nd, it was one of the two squadrons they’d armed with Talon missiles. 
 
    David set the autopilot to maintain formation with the rest of the squadron, then opened the command channel to give orders to the squadron commanders. “501st and 502nd, in one minute, perform a five-minute burn to increase speed. 503, 504, and 505 squadrons engage the enemy fighters.” 
 
    David paused, waiting for replies from the individual squadron leaders. Once each of them acknowledged, he continued. “506th, I haven’t forgotten about you. I need you to loiter here and take care of any stragglers. You’re our backstop and last line of defense.” 
 
    The commander of the 506th answered, and Dave could tell he didn’t like the assignment, but he was a good officer and would obey his orders. 
 
    David switched to the all-fighter channel and spoke to every pilot. “I know none of us expected to be in this fight, but here we are. The government indulged our fantasy of flying space fighters, and now it’s time to pay the bill. Remember your training and be smart. I expect to see you all on the flip side. Gardner out.” 
 
    Having finished his pep talk, Dave took control of his fighter and eased it to the front of the squadron formation. He now was leading the two attack squadrons, and when they ignited their fusion torch engines, he did as well. Sure will be nice when the scientists finally develop the compensators they keep promising, David groaned to himself as the ten g’s of acceleration slammed him into his flight couch. Much as I enjoy flying, I’m getting too old for this shit. 
 
    Because of the additional acceleration, the two attack squadrons blew through the approaching Chinese space fighters. When no missiles leaped out to engage them, David opened the group command channel. “All squadrons,” the group commander gasped out between clenched teeth. It really felt like an elephant was sitting on his chest. “Chinese fighters aren’t armed with space-to-space missiles. Looks like they went all in for an attack. Get in close and make sure of hits.” 
 
    By the time Dave finished, he was exhausted. But it’d been an important message. The Chinese space fighters, armed with only anti-ship missiles, would be sitting ducks. He knew his other four squadrons could handle them. 
 
    Now it’s time to deal with the carrier, Dave thought. He was panting and relieved that they’d finished the high-g burn. A quick check of the fire-control computer showed they’d be in optimal range in one minute. Dave quickly typed commands into the computer, setting the parameters for the first missile volley. 
 
    “All strike fighters, fire one missile when the light comes on.” 
 
    A minute later, thirty-two Mustang fighters fired a single Talon missile each at the enemy carrier. 
 
    “501 Squadron, break left and circle around for another run. 502, break right and do the same.” 
 
    Dave watched as the thirty-two missiles flew straight and true toward the Chinese carrier. He also checked that each squadron carried out their maneuver orders. Quick math validated it would take both squadrons five minutes to line up for another run. 
 
    The fiftieth fighter group’s commander watched as the four Chinese destroyers tried to engage the American anti-ship missiles. The older model escorts didn’t carry anti-ship missiles, engaging only with lasers and railguns. Against the fast-moving Talons, it was a pitiful defense, destroying only three of them. 
 
    The Chinese carrier, only recently built, had state-of-the-art antimissile defenses. They performed remarkably well, eliminating 75 percent of the remaining missiles. It was an impressive result, but it wasn’t good enough. Seven Talon missiles detonated nearly simultaneously, shooting bomb pumped lasers into the Chinese carrier. Like giant augers, each laser drilled deep into the vessel’s hull. 
 
    Explosions racked the giant ship. And Dave knew she was done. He watched as the ship broke apart roughly one-third the length down the ship. Then the rear section of the ship disappeared in a fusion explosion as a runaway reactor released its fury. 
 
    “501 Squadron,” Dave called out over the squadron channel. “When you come around, engage these two destroyers.” He highlighted the two ships on his tactical computer and sent it to the squadron commander. “502, take care of the other two.” 
 
    “But we don’t have any more Talons,” the 502nd’s squadron commander said. 
 
    “Engage with Fangs,” Dave responded. “They don’t have the punch of the Talons, I know, but those destroyers are small and thin-skinned. Even if we don’t destroy them, we should be able to disable them until we can get back.” 
 
    He watched as the two squadrons formed up for their attack runs. Satisfied that the battle here was well in hand, he turned his attention back to the other squadrons of his group. He was just in time to see the last Chinese fighter die under an onslaught of space-to-space missiles. 
 
    “506 squadron, accelerate and engage the enemy destroyers,” Dave ordered over the command channel. “The 501 and 502 squadrons are going to attack to disable them. You finish them. 503, 504, and 505 squadrons, return to base and rearm for anti-ship strike.” 
 
    “Anti-ship strike?” the commander of the 504th asked. 
 
    “You heard me,” the commander of the 50th fighter group said as he shifted his display to the Chinese carrier advancing toward Earth. “There are more ships that need killing.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Arnold Buckner sat and watched as the carrier Essex fought for its life. His own flagship, the Wasp, was also under attack, but wasn’t being pressed as hard as her sister ship. The Chinese fighters barreling toward the embattled ship had launched anti-ship missiles at extreme range. Each space fighter had launched two missiles. They had coordinated the attack with the four Chinese missile cruisers which survived the attack of the American cruiser force. Two hundred anti-ship missiles raced toward the American carrier. 
 
    “Captain O’Neill’s cruisers are racing in and firing long-range Fang missiles against the enemy strike,” Stecker said from where he floated behind the tactical station. 
 
    Buckner nodded at the statement. “What about our fighters?” 
 
    “Both fighter groups are racing in and trying to interpose themselves,” Stecker said. “But they’ll be coming in hot. If they tried to slow, they won’t make it in time. So, they’re going to blow through the missile strike and fire as they pass through.” 
 
    It was the best the fleet commander could ask. As a former fighter pilot, he knew that missiles shots coming in at that angle would have limited chances of hits. Still, we’ll be firing a lot of missiles. As soon as that thought raced through Buckner’s mind, he knew he was grasping at straws. Missiles were going to get through, probably a lot of them. 
 
    “And our own fighter group?” Arnold asked. 
 
    “They shot themselves dry and are on their way back, Admiral,” Stecker responded. “The twenty-two remaining enemy fighters are right behind them.” 
 
    That means twenty-two anti-ship missiles will soon head our way, Arnold thought. And they know we have no fighter screen and will bore in close to make sure they get hits. 
 
    “We can’t let them close to point-blank range, Captain Stecker,” Buckner said. “We need to give our point defense a chance. Signal our escorts to advance and engage the fighters.” 
 
    “That will reduce our close-in missile defense,” Norman offered his opinion. 
 
    “And they’ll have the same issue we will, trying to shoot down missiles in a very narrow target window. I’m hoping it will get the Chinese to launch early. And they’ll still be in position to engage the missiles as they fly by.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Admiral,” Stecker answered, and turned to issue the orders. 
 
    As that was happening, Buckner switched his display back and zoomed in on the battle around the carrier Essex. He configured his computer to keep count of the enemy missiles. The count was down to one twenty-three. Arnold sighed. It wasn’t going to be enough. 
 
    *** 
 
    Captain Jeff Rogers stared at the tactical display. Hornet had been accelerating as hard as possible to close on the Chinese forces. The four corvettes Admiral Buckner had posted along the asteroid belt had joined the carrier as escorts, and now the small force was an hour away from the action. 
 
    Rogers was concerned by the evolving battle near Earth. There was a slight time delay in the data because of the distance, but it wasn’t much. A mere fifteen seconds. It enabled the carrier commander to see everything that was happening, and it didn’t look good. Yes, friendly forces had killed an enemy carrier. But it was likely they’d lose Essex, evening up the battle. 
 
    And Wasp’s not out of the woods either, Rogers thought. 
 
    “I think it’s time for us to launch, Captain,” Commander Danielle Nelson said. Hornet’s XO was still on the ship’s bridge strapped into her seat next to the captain. The carrier itself was still far away from being in action and hadn’t gone to battle stations. When that happened, the XO would assume her station in auxiliary control, but for now, she remained on the bridge to advise her captain. 
 
    “Are all the squadrons armed per the plan?” Rogers asked. 
 
    “We armed the 41st and 42nd space fighter squadrons with two anti-ship missiles each,” Nelson responded. “The other four squadrons will carry a standard strike. Two Fang missiles, and one Talon.” 
 
    “Launch the anti-ship strike against the Chinese orbitals,” Rogers ordered. “Helm, change course on a heading to intercept the two Chinese carriers.” 
 
    Rogers listened as the various watch stander’s repeated back his orders in confirmation. The captain simply nodded that they’d gotten it right. 
 
    Rogers leaned in and spoke quietly with his XO. “It won’t cause the Chinese to second-guess themselves.”  
 
    “But it will allow us to win the battle,” Danielle said. “Even if we can’t take out the fourth carrier, the Chinese will only have it and a handful of other warships. More importantly, they won’t have the ability to build new ones.” 
 
    “And that, XO, was the admiral’s true plan,” Rogers said. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Comrade General, scanners just identified a new enemy force,” the tactical officer announced. 
 
    General Sun Shi spun his chair around to face the tactical station. “I need more information than that.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” the man stammered nervously. Or was it fear? 
 
    “It’s an American carrier escorted by four smaller units,” the officer said. “Based on their current speed, they’re an hour away.” The officer swallowed hard as he checked the display again. “It’s the American carrier Hornet, and it’s coming in from the asteroid belt.” 
 
    Sun Shi slumped in his chair. The American commander’s tactics and actions had confused him throughout the course of the battle. Now he understood it with crystal clarity. The Americans will sacrifice two carriers to destroy the Chinese infrastructure in lunar orbit and the rest of the Chinese carrier force. 
 
    Even if we kill the two carriers near Earth, we’ll have used up almost all our fighters to do it. A single American carrier can lay waste to the rest of our force. Sun Shi had known it was chancy, launching all-out attacks against the American carriers. But the prize was so great. Now he had no fighters left to defend the lunar stations, nor his three remaining carriers. 
 
    “The new enemy carrier is launching fighters, sir,” tactical said. Tactical reported thirty-two fighters from the new enemy carrier headed toward the lunar bases. 
 
    He’ll be launching fighters against our remaining carriers soon. “Communications, I need a secure and private channel to the chairmen.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The watch standers on the flag bridge stared in shock at the visual display. Wasp’s state-of-the-art optical sensors displayed the expanding cloud of debris that had once been the carrier Essex. Admiral Buckner and his team had sat and watched as the twelve fusion warhead missiles mercilessly pounded the once-proud warship. Sometime during the missile strikes, one of the carrier’s fusion reactors must have lost containment. For a brief moment, Earth had a bright star in orbit as the reactor’s sunlike plasma escaped its confinement and finished the carrier’s destruction. 
 
    Norman Stecker, ever the pragmatist, came out of it quickly. “They’re gone, there’s no time to dwell on it, people,” he yelled across the flag bridge. “And unless you want to join them, get your head back in the game.” 
 
    “Admiral,” Norman called from where he floated behind the tactical station. There was no response from the fleet commander, who continued to sit and stare at the visual display. 
 
    Norman waved at the display screen. “Kill that feed,” he ordered the tactical officer, and the screen quickly changed to a navigation visualization. 
 
    Norman used a chair back to launch himself toward the flag bridge’s center seat. “Admiral,” he nearly shouted in Arnold Buckner’s ear when he arrived. “We need you.” 
 
    “It’s my fault, Norm,” Buckner said, turning to look at his chief of staff. “I made too many mistakes.” 
 
    “We talked about this, sir. We knew we were going to lose ships.” Norman waved a hand at the tactical screen on the forward bulkhead. “Your plan is working. Yes, there were some hiccups, but the plan is working. They’ve lost a carrier and now we have. But Hornet is behind them now. Jeff Rogers will make the bastards pay. Now it’s time for us to look to ourselves and see what we can save.” Norman saw Arnold Buckner shake his head like a boxer shaking off a heavy blow. 
 
    Norm’s right. I need to salvage the situation. 
 
    Arnold scanned the high-resolution video screens on the forward bulkhead of the bridge and analyzed the situation. The missile attack against his flagship, the carrier Essex, would arrive in five minutes. I need to deal with that first. 
 
    Arnold tapped the communication button on the arm of his command chair that connected him directly to his flagship’s captain. Wasp’s bridge was located one deck below the flag bridge, near the center of the enormous carrier. “Captain, maneuver your ship as required to defend it from the missile attack,” Arnold ordered as soon as the ship’s captain answered the call. The fleet commander didn’t have time for pleasantries and immediately closed the channel and went back to analyzing the situation. 
 
    The fighters from his Trojan horse, the uncompleted carrier Yorktown, were currently landing to refuel and rearm. They’d just completed a successful strike against one of the Chinese carrier forces. Leslie Frasier is a good CO, Arnold thought. I don’t need to jiggle her elbow. Admiral Buckner was confident that Yorktown’s captain was rearming her fighters for a strike against the remaining Chinese carriers. 
 
    Buckner felt his flagship turn and realized Wasp’s captain was presenting her bow to the incoming enemy missiles. The carrier’s fighter group, and its screen of escorts, had done all they could to thin out the attacking enemy fighters. Twenty-two enemy fighters had made it through the fighters and only four had made it through the destroyers and frigates which guarded the carrier. Each had launched a single anti-ship missile. 
 
    There were two opposing theories regarding carrier defense against missile attacks. The first, which Essex had used, was to present your broadside to the attacking missiles. The advantage of the strategy was that it maximized the number of antimissile lasers and railguns which could engage the incoming attackers. But there was a big downside. That strategy presented a much larger target to the missile’s sensors and also exposed vital and vulnerable parts of the ship to attack. 
 
    A second strategy, which Wasp was about to use, was to turn the ship’s bow toward the attack. Its greatest disadvantage was obvious. A bow-on ship had fewer defensive weapons that could engage the enemy missiles. The advantage was the bow-on profile of any warship was much smaller than a broadside one. This would allow any countermeasures and jamming to be more effective. Just as importantly, the vital portions of the carrier weren’t exposed. 
 
    And then there was the last advantage. The bows of American warships were heavily armored. The armor wasn’t there for missile protection or combat situations. It was there to protect the ship from micrometeorites and other debris the ship might encounter as it sailed at high speeds through space. Even particles as small as a grain of sand could penetrate the hull of an unprotected ship traveling at high speeds through space and cause massive damage. American warships periodically had to go into space dock and have their pitted bow armor replaced. 
 
    Essex hadn’t had a choice. With the number of inbound missiles, she had to turn and present her broadside to the attack to maximize the number of antimissile batteries that could fire on the threat. With fewer incoming missiles, Wasp’s captain decided he’d take any hits on the most protected portion of his ship. 
 
    As Buckner watched the bow of his flagship come around, he realized space fighters were the key to the battle. Well, duh, I’ve always known that. I built this battle around space fighters and what they could do, Arnold thought. No, the Chinese and the way they used their space fighters have given me an advantage, if I can capitalize on it. Buckner waved his chief of staff over. 
 
    “Norman, I need you to go to space operations and take control of the battle,” Buckner ordered. 
 
    “But Admiral, I should be here on the bridge with you,” Norm argued. 
 
    He thinks I’m ordering him away to protect him. Because if he survives this, he’ll be my son-in-law. Arnold shrugged. There might be a little of that involved. “You understand what my plan is.” Arnold waved at the forward bridge displays. “There are shitloads of our fighters out there, and they need to be reorganized and used effectively. We need to find a home for Essex’s remaining fighters. Wasp’s fighters need to land to refuel and rearm, but they can’t do that till after the missile attack. What would happen if the Wasp’s damage prevented it from recovering those fighters? Someone needs to be coordinating all of that, Norm.” 
 
    Norm glanced at the bridge display and saw that the missiles were three minutes out. “Then I better get my ass moving, sir,” Norm said, and stuck out his hand. “Good luck, sir.” 
 
    Arnold grasped the hand of his future son-in-law. “To all of us.” 
 
    Norm pushed off from the admiral’s chair and sailed toward the bridge hatch. He caught himself on the coaming and turned and looked. Norman had the sinking feeling he wouldn’t be seeing any of them again. I really should have argued and stayed, he thought. But the admiral’s right. Someone needs to take control of our fighters and organize them. 
 
    Captain Stecker grasped the edge of the hatch and propelled himself down the corridor toward space fighter operations. 
 
    Three minutes later, three of the four attacking missiles struck Wasp. One missile was successfully lured away by the ship’s decoys. Two hit squarely on the bow of the ship, and though the damage was severe, ship’s armor mitigated the effect of the plasma warheads. It was the last missile that proved the most damaging. It had switched targets to another of Wasp’s decoys and was veering away. Unfortunately, the plasma explosions of the two missiles on the ship’s bow damaged its onboard sensors, causing it to detonate a scant twenty feet away from the carrier’s hull. 
 
    It was a third of the way down the length of the carrier and slightly above its centerline. The explosion ripped through the unarmored hull of the ship. Plasma speared deep into the ship, penetrating through several decks. It vaporized everything in its path, including Wasp’s main and flag bridges. 
 
    *** 
 
    Thirty-two Mustang space fighters launched from the carrier Hornet raced through space toward the Chinese orbital stations that hovered on the dark side of the moon. Lieutenant Commander Sierra Granzig keyed her microphone, opening a channel to all the attacking fighters. 
 
    “Standby to launch,” the commander of the 31st space fighter squadron announced. As the senior of the two squadrons launched to attack the Chinese facilities, she’d been placed in command of the attacking force. 
 
    Distance-wise, the Chinese space station and space dock were still several thousand miles away. If this had been a normal space fighter attack, Hornet’s two squadrons would have needed to be much closer. But this attack was anything but ordinary. The carrier had been accelerating for nearly two days, and it reached a speed of 0.01c, or 6.7 million mph. The carrier imparted that speed to the fighters when they launched. Then the Mustangs had accelerated for another hour. 
 
    During typical space fighter operations, a fighter might accelerate up to 30–40,000 mph. The fusion booster of the Talon missile would burn for thirty seconds. Under those conditions, it would have a guided range of four hundred miles. Launched at a speed of 0.01c, the range became fifty thousand miles. 
 
    “Fox 2, Fox 2,” Sierra called over the channel as she pulled the trigger on her control stick to launch a Talon missile carried inside the Mustang’s weapons bay. The bay’s doors snapped open, and an ejector pushed the missile out of the fighter. When an onboard sensor sensed it was a safe distance from the fighter, it ignited the missile’s fusion engine and the missile raced away. As soon as the lead fighter launched, the other thirty-one fighters fired their missiles as well. 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Granzig didn’t wait for the first missiles to reach their target. “Switching targets,” she announced, and typed in commands to her fire-control. Sierra switched targets from the Chinese space dock to the Chinese space station. “Fox 2, on target 2,” she called, and fired her second missile. The actual attack had only taken fifteen seconds. 
 
    “Let’s head for the barn,” Sierra said, and pitched her fighter around on a course for home. 
 
    It only took forty seconds for each salvo to reach their targets. Sierra’s tactical computer blanked out as the thirty-two fusion warheads exploded. When the screen finally cleared, there was nothing but chunks of twisted metal. Thirty years of Chinese toil, labor, and money were gone. 
 
    As the two squadrons of fighters flew back to their carrier, every pilot watched their sensor displays as their sister squadrons attacked the two Chinese carriers in orbit around the moon. At their current distance, the space fighters’ sensors could not detect individual fighters or missiles. But carriers were large. The pilots of the 31st and 32nd space fighters’ squadrons watched as the two icons that represented the enemy carriers disappeared from their tactical display. 
 
    It had been a clean sweep. Hornet’s attack had been a Hail Mary pass. A plan created by Admiral Buckner to not only survive against the Chinese but to beat them. Even if they couldn’t take out the fourth Chinese carrier, it had nowhere to go. No place to refuel, and no place to get more fighters near Earth. Sure, they could fly to their Jupiter base. But the American analysts doubted they had the fuel or supplies to do that. 
 
    But the most important outcome of the Hail Mary attack was the destruction of the Chinese space dock. China would not be building any more ships anytime soon. 
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25. Finishing It 
 
    Victoria stared at the special tactical display still installed in her Wraith fighter. Mike Babcock installed it for her Jupiter recon mission and had never removed it. The screen was both larger and more detailed. That was the problem. Its detail had allowed her to see everything that had happened in near-Earth orbit. 
 
    Vicki felt the tears welling up behind her eyes. She hadn’t cried yet, though she wanted to. A lot of friends died today. Vicki had cheered inside her cockpit when Yorktown’s surprise fighter strike destroyed the first Chinese carrier. That elation had quickly changed to sadness when Essex died. And then there’s Wasp. 
 
    The fleet flagship was still in one piece, but three missile strikes had devastated the proud carrier. The sensor feeds Victoria could tap into could see that some portions of the ship still had power, so there was still hope. Though she hadn’t served aboard an Essex-class carrier, she understood the layout of the ship and knew what compartments the third missile strike had hit. It was likely that both her father and the love of her life were either injured or dead. 
 
    Victoria reached into the breast pocket of her flight suit and removed the data chip her father had given her. These are my final orders to you, Commander, her father had said formally. If something should happen to me, you are to execute them. It will be a burden to you and may ruin your career. But if you don’t carry them out, my death, and the deaths of thousands of others, may be in vain. 
 
    Vicki slid the chip into the reader on her tactical computer and watched as the written orders flashed onto her display. Don’t worry, Dad. I would have done this even if you hadn’t ordered it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Norman Stecker stared around at the mess that had once been space fighter operations. Debris floated around the compartment, along with loose wiring and various liquids that had seeped out of cracked and broken pipes. Then there were the bodies, five of them. They hadn’t been part of the fighter operations team, but being the senior officer in charge, Norm had sent rescue parties out after the missile strikes. The five body bags belonged to injured spacers those rescuers had brought back to the compartment who had died before medical teams could treat them. 
 
    “Do we have communications yet?” Norm asked to a second-class petty officer who sat at one console. 
 
    “I can finally talk to auxiliary control, sir. And the port landing bay just came on the circuit,” the PO said. 
 
    “Anything outside the ship?” 
 
    “Negative, sir.” 
 
    “Ask auxiliary control and the port landing bay if they can talk to our space fighters,” Stecker ordered. “And get a status on the landing bay. I need to know if they’re capable of recovering fighters.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” the spacer responded, and began speaking into his headset. 
 
    There are a lot of fighters out there that are running on fumes, both fuel and air, and need a place to land. Most of them won’t make it back to Armstrong Station. 
 
    “The port bay reports they have comms with most of the fighters in the area. But at a limited range. I’m guessing there are a lot of antennas that are not attached to the hull anymore.” 
 
    Stecker snorted. “Ya think?” he asked sarcastically. “What about recovering fighters?” 
 
    “The bos’n who’s taken charge down there says as far as he can see, everything should work, but he needs power.” 
 
    Stecker slid a headset on. “Connect me with auxiliary control.” 
 
    The petty officer held up a finger, then pointed at Norm. “I’ve got the XO on the line for you, sir.” 
 
    Norm didn’t waste any time with pleasantries. “XO, this is Captain Stecker of the Fleet Admiral’s staff. We’ve got a lot of fighters in space that need a place to land, and I need power to the port bay to do that.” 
 
    “I’ve got a ship to save, Captain Stecker,” Wasp’s XO replied tartly. 
 
    “No, Commander, you have a battle to continue to fight. Yes, I know Wasp has taken some hits. But if she’s got an intact landing bay, we’re still operational as a carrier. There’s still a Chinese carrier out there that I’m sure is recovering their fighters and rearming for another strike. A strike that will come back to finish us. I don’t care where you steal it from, but I expect the port landing bay to have power within the next five minutes.” 
 
    Norm knew he was putting the commander on the spot. The woman was responsible for trying to save the ship. But seniority-wise, Stecker outranked her. What’s more, his position as the chief of the admiral’s staff entitled him to give orders to the ships in the task force. 
 
    “I know you’re worried about your people, Commander. But we have to take action to defend the ship.” 
 
    There was a long silence on the circuit. Finally, the XO responded, “Engineering will shunt power over. I sure hope you know what you’re doing, Captain.” 
 
    I do, too. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was silent in the ornate office. China’s leader sat in his chair, staring at the computer screen. Cheng Kwan’s body language said it all. He’d lost, and had lost magnificently in front of the entire world. China’s leader had spent the morning doing everything possible to salvage the situation. He’d spent hours messaging the leaders of China’s allies trying to call in favors. Most wouldn’t even accept his calls, and those who did weren’t in a position to offer any real help. 
 
    General Yan Choo, China’s defense minister and supreme commander of the People’s Liberation Army, looked at the chairman from across the desk. He’s finished, the military leader thought. Our only hope to salvage anything is to negotiate with the Americans. 
 
    “We need to open a dialogue with the Americans and their Western allies,” Yan Choo said, finally saying out loud what everyone else was thinking. The general could see the chairman was about to respond but held up a hand. “It’s the only way to not lose everything.” 
 
    “And our current enemy will never deal with us as long as you are still chairman, Cheng Kwan,” China’s minister of state said as he motioned to the two guards flanking the office door. 
 
    The doors opened and a squad of armed security troops marched into the room, trailed by the head of the Chinese intelligence service. 
 
    “Please don’t make this any more difficult than it needs to be,” the head of China’s secret police said. 
 
    “We can still win,” Cheng Kwan insisted. “We can still even the playing field. Our remaining carrier can rearm and take out the American shipyard. That will put us once again on a level playing field.” 
 
    China’s defense minister shook his head. “It is highly unlikely that could be done. The Americans decimated our space fighter forces. Even as we speak, they are rearming the fighters they secretly based on their unfinished carrier. I expect them to launch within the hour. That fighter force alone will easily destroy our remaining carrier. No!” Yan Choo said. “We must open a dialogue and at least get a cease-fire.” 
 
    The leader of the Chinese nation slumped back into his chair in the realization that the disaster had finished him as a political power. When the security troops reached the chair, he passively rose and allowed them to escort him out of the office. 
 
    “Who will be in charge?” China’s head of security asked. 
 
    Yan Choo looked around the room. Of those present, he had the highest standing within China’s Communist Party. The general also had the backing of China’s military. “For the time being, I will take command. But only until the party decides on a new leader.” Yan Choo scanned the faces of the other senior ministers present to evaluate whether he had their support. 
 
    “I will immediately inform the Americans that Cheng Kwan is no longer in power. I will spin a tale that it was his poorly conceived plan that caused all this,” the foreign minister said. Then the man shrugged. “Maybe it will work, maybe it won’t. But it will get them talking and I believe we can get a cease-fire.” 
 
    “Even though the Americans hold the advantage now?” the security chief asked. 
 
    “Trust me,” the minister said with a chuckle. “We’ve been manipulating American politics for decades. If we make it worth their while, they’ll enter into a cease-fire. Then we’ll negotiate our way out of this.” 
 
    “What are your recommendations on our Jupiter attack?” Yan Choo asked. 
 
    The foreign minister stopped and put a finger to his lips in contemplation. “A good question. It may be the one active piece we have on the board that we can leverage in the negotiations. I’d recommend we allow them to continue on their mission.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Norman Stecker finally had some control of the situation. Wasp had recovered four squadrons worth of fighters. Norm had ordered them to be refueled and rearmed for an anti-ship strike, and they were almost ready to launch. He’d also spoken with the captain of the carrier Yorktown. The incomplete ship had four squadrons already armed and ready to launch. Norman intended to launch both strikes simultaneously in a coordinated attack. 
 
    “Captain Stecker,” the petty officer acting as his communicator said. “The XO is on line one for you.” 
 
    “Yes, XO,” Stecker said, speaking into the headset he wore. 
 
    “We just got a stand-down order from the White House,” the XO said. “The president has authorized a cease-fire effective immediately between us and the Chinese.” 
 
    Stecker simply stood in fighter control, stunned by the outcome. Every part of him wanted to ignore the order and finish it. So many people have died. 
 
    “I don’t like it any more than you, Captain,” Wasp’s XO said. She’d sensed in Stecker’s hesitation what the man’s thoughts were. “I want to finish it, too, but we swore an oath.” 
 
    Norman’s shoulders drooped. “You’re right. But I don’t trust them. So I’m going to launch a full squadron for combat space patrol, just in case. The other three squadrons will be ready to take out their last carrier if they decide to get frisky again.” 
 
    “I’ll let the chairman of the Joint Chiefs know we are standing down but that we intend to remain vigilant,” the XO said. 
 
    “Has everyone else gotten the word?” Stecker asked. 
 
    “The chairman copied Hornet, Yorktown, and Midway on the order,” the XO answered. 
 
    She didn’t say anything about Vicki’s squadron, and I’m not going to ask, Norm thought. 
 
    *** 
 
    You are to break off your planned attack against the Chinese forces headed toward Saturn and stand down. Victoria reread the message for the third time. Proceed on a best-time course and heading for a rendezvous with the Midway task force. Signed, Captain Doris Pearce. 
 
    Victoria checked her tactical display. The twenty-four fighters of her oversized attack squadron were just outside of missile range of the Chinese force. In reality, because of the vastness of space, just out of range meant it would take her squadron thirty minutes to close that distance. 
 
    As she finished reading the message again, Victoria noted that Captain Pearce had appended a copy of the cease-fire order sent by the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. She only opened it to see who had signed for her father. Vicki wondered who had taken over from Admiral Arnold Buckner as head of US Space Force after his death on his flag bridge aboard the carrier Wasp when it had been heavily damaged. 
 
    It didn’t surprise Victoria Buckner that there was no signature for a Space Force commander on the order. That’s when it struck her. The chairman of the Joint Chiefs had directed the order, in the president’s name, towards Armstrong and Lovell Stations and the four surviving carrier units. So each separate command unit. But I’m not attached to any of those. When Dad sent me out here, his orders were very specific. I took my orders from him and him alone. 
 
    No one would ever accuse Commander Victoria Buckner of being a conservative or traditional officer. She was the fly by the seat of your pants, shoot everything and sort it out later type of officer. Vicki had ignored her fair share of orders; hell, she won the Space Cross doing that in her first combat sortie. But can I ignore these? 
 
    A quick check of the message header showed Vicki that Captain Pearce had sent the message to her, not the rest of the squadron. I can’t do this to them. 
 
    “All right, everybody listen up,” Vicki said over the open squadron frequency. “Seems like we bloodied the Chinese’s nose enough that they’re crying for a truce.” 
 
    “Losing three carriers and a space dock will do that,” one of the squadron pilots said over the open channel. 
 
    “Knock it off, people,” Lieutenant Sharon Bitters barked over the channel. “The skipper has something she wants to say.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do. Most of you know my background and who I was before I got hurt. I’d like to think I’ve changed, but deep down I’m still a sassy girl with a chip on her shoulder,” Victoria said. 
 
    “Everyone knows who my dad was,” Vicki continued. The silence on the channel was deafening. They’d seen the report and knew how badly the Chinese had hit the American carriers. Every pilot understood why she was using the past tense was regarding her father. “He gave me very specific orders for this mission. More importantly, this squadron was working directly for him.” 
 
    “So technically, Midway’s captain can’t issue us orders,” Lieutenant Stu Barnes spoke up. 
 
    “If we play jailhouse lawyer, you’re right, Stu,” Vicki said. “It would take orders from someone who’s senior to my father to do that.” 
 
    “But the chairman of the Joint Chiefs issued orders to units to stand down,” one of the other pilots said. 
 
    “The general didn’t send the message to all US forces, only very select ones,” Victoria said. 
 
    “What you want to do, boss?” a very quiet Sharon Bitters asked. 
 
    “When Admiral Buckner gave me the orders for this mission, he emphasized how important it was for us to take this carrier force out. I intend to carry out that mission,” Victoria announced over the channel. “But I won’t order any of you to follow.” 
 
    The private comm channel erupted into chaos as most of the squadron pilots tried to voice their opinion. 
 
    “Knock it off, people,” Vicki said, and used her command override to silence all the other pilots. “Here’s what’s going to happen. In fifteen minutes, we either turn to engage the enemy carriers or we turn to rendezvous with the Midway. I’m sending everyone both courses. Those who want to follow the recall order and rendezvous with the carrier can follow the programmed course. There will be no questions asked, and I won’t think any less of you.” 
 
    “And those of us that want to finish this?” Stu Barnes asked. 
 
    “Then form up on me and be prepared to accept targeting information,” Vicki said. “Now everyone, clear the channel and make your decisions. From now on we’re radio silent.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Vicki punched in the command and her fighter slewed around to start the attack run on the Chinese force. For one of the many times so far on this day of days, she had to fight back tears as twenty-three other space fighters followed her. The commander of the VLSF-1 typed commands into her tactical computer to send targeting data to the rest of the squadron. The digital countdown clock in the corner of her heads-up display began counting down. 
 
    *** 
 
    “VLSF-1 isn’t acknowledging the order, ma’am,” the communications officer said. 
 
    Captain Doris Pearce, captain of the space carrier Midway, started to say something, but then stopped. She sat staring at the tactical display. 
 
    “You know, you really didn’t have authority to issue that order,” Walter Lowe, Midway’s XO, whispered in her ear. 
 
    “I’m a fricken senior captain,” Doris responded testily. “I was just passing on instructions from the chairman of the Joint Chiefs. And the infamous Chaser Buckner is blowing me off.” 
 
    “And Commander Buckner isn’t in your chain of command,” Walt said. “Hornet sent us a heads-up when they launched the squadron. We received no official orders attaching them to us.” 
 
    The captain turned to look at her executive officer, strapped in his seat next to her. “What are you trying to say, Walt?” 
 
    “I’m not trying, I’m saying it. Is it really a bad thing if she takes out those carriers?” 
 
    “Should I try resending the message, Captain?” the comms officer asked. 
 
    Doris Pearce sat and thought about the question. “Negative, comms.” She turned and looked at the XO and saw the smug look on his face. “Oh, shut up. Don’t you have work you need to be doing?” 
 
    *** 
 
    As the timer hit fifteen minutes, Vicki’s tactical computer came to life. The squadron had finally approached close enough to see the Chinese assault force. It was obvious the enemy was expecting them since they’d deployed their entire escort force at the rear of the formation. The twenty destroyers were flying stern-first through space, their bows facing toward the approaching American fighters. 
 
    “Looks like they rolled out the welcome mat for us,” Sharon Bitters said over the comm channel. 
 
    “We’re going to have to fly straight through them, boss,” Lieutenant Stuart Barnes added. “They’ll use their antimissile railguns and lasers to rake us as we fly through.” 
 
    Having heard from her two subordinate commanders, Vicki realized she would have to change the plan. She’d originally planned to just streak through the formation and launch the squadron’s Talon missiles at the enemy carriers. She could still do that, but the destroyers in the way would intercept some of those missiles. What concerned her even more was that she would lose fighters. 
 
    Realizing she didn’t have a lot of time—the launch timer was down to thirteen minutes—Victoria worked on various attack plans. She had to balance the need to destroy all, or at least as many as possible, of the Chinese space fighter carriers while minimizing her own losses. When the timer clicked to eleven, she decided it was time to settle on the best plan and began sending instructions to all the fighters. 
 
    “First and second section sections, under my command, will take point,” Vicki announced on the squadron channel. “We’ll target the eight enemy destroyers in the center of the formation with Talon missiles. That should give the destroyers something to worry about.” 
 
    “You’re going to blow a hole through the center, and the rest of us will blow through and engage the carriers,” Stu Barnes said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Vicki said. “We’re still gonna blow through, but this should minimize the flanking attacks the destroyers can make against us. Their missiles shouldn’t be an issue, we’re going too fast for them to target us. But they have plenty of lasers and railguns. The missiles we launch against them should keep them occupied.” 
 
    “And if they have fighters in the air?” Sharon asked. At their current distance, the Wraith’s onboard sensors wouldn’t detect the small craft. 
 
    “I’m betting they have fighters out. So, as soon as my two sections pass through the destroyer screen, we’ll engage them,” Vicki said. “Obviously, all fighters are weapons free to engage enemy fighters with their Fang anti-fighter missiles.” 
 
    “Who’s going in after you?” Sharon asked. 
 
    “You will, Sharon. You’ll take fifth and sixth sections and follow me through. I’ve already passed targets to your fighters,” Victoria said. “Stu, you’ll bring your sections in last. I’m not assigning you any targets. You’re the cleanup crew. I’m counting on you to take out anything the rest of us miss.” 
 
    There was a silence over the squadron channel after Victoria had issued her orders. The launch timer clicked down to five. 
 
    “Everyone needs to stay in formation, but you can perform evasive, local maneuvers to avoid weapons fire,” Vicki said. “In other words, you can jink to your heart’s content.” 
 
    “Roger that, boss,” one of the other pilots said. 
 
    “All right folks, get your game faces on. The timer on the tactical computers indicates when we’ll be in range of the carriers. The destroyers are much closer, but I’m going to wait till zero to open fire on them. Everyone else, save your missiles till you’re through the destroyer screen.” 
 
    The timer on the fire-control computer clicked down to one. Victoria double-checked the targeting of her two anti-ship missiles. When it reached zero, she fired her first Talon missile. Ten seconds later, she launched the second. Vicki’s tactical display became cluttered with the sixteen missiles her eight space fighters had just launched. 
 
    The Chinese destroyers were traveling at a sedate speed of 0.1mC. The American fighters, on the other hand, were screaming in at 10mC and their launched missiles were at 10.5. Chinese warships only had ten seconds to register the missile launches and perform any actions. 
 
    You would have thought they would have learned something from my interaction with them in the Jupiter system, Vicki thought. She’d seen the tactical data from Hornet’s attacks against the Chinese space stations and carriers in lunar orbit. What she and her squadron were doing wasn’t any different. The center destroyers in the Chinese formation only got off a handful of laser and railgun shots against Talon missiles targeted at them. Ten seconds after the launch, the first eight missiles slammed into the eight destroyers quickly followed by the second group. The attack gutted the center of the defensive formation. A second later, Vicki led her squadron through the center of the broken defensive screen. 
 
    That’s when everything became confused. Later, when she and her pilots analyzed the attack, they all reached the same conclusion. The American fighters should have slowed down to engage the Chinese force. VLSF-1 was going too damn fast to target everything properly. Neither their onboard fire-control computers, nor the pilots themselves, could react fast enough. 
 
    Chinese space fighters suddenly appeared everywhere, but the Americans were going too fast and found themselves in the middle of the enemy’s combat space patrol. Vicki pitched her fighter up to move above the enemy formation and the rest of her two sections followed her. She wanted to clear the targeting area for her follow-up fighters. 
 
    Vicki decided to blind fire both of her Fang anti-fighter missiles. She was going too fast, but being ahead of the rest of the fighter force, there was nothing but the enemy in front of her. Vicki would have to rely on the advanced missiles’ onboard computers to find targets. 
 
    “All cripples, light off your IFF,” Vicki barked over the squadron channel. The Identify Friend or Foe beacon would prevent the missiles from targeting friendly fighters. 
 
    And then, as fast as it started, it was over. Vicki and the seven fighters with her were clear of the enemy formation. She adjusted course for a rendezvous with the carrier Midway. Vicki set the autopilot and then studied the tactical display. Her heart sank when she saw the red Xs that marked destroyed American fighters. The tactical display noted which pilots wouldn’t be making it home. 
 
    More importantly, the computer showed how successful the attack had been. The single large enemy carrier was dead in space. Three of the four Talon missiles targeted against it had left the large ship broken into three large pieces. Expanding clouds of debris marked the deaths of six of the escort carriers. Along with the eight destroyers damaged or destroyed by the first salvo, the Chinese force was no longer a threat. There’d be no attack against Saturn. At least not by this force. 
 
    Victoria leaned back on her flight couch, letting the automated controls fly her ship. Misty-eyed, she stared at the tactical computer. Your plan worked, Dad. 
 
    “All right, everyone, form up on me,” she said over the comm channel. “It’s time to head for the barn.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Epilogue 
 
    “How the hell did you let this happen, General?” the president of the United States said loudly as he sat behind his desk in the Oval Office. “People from up on the hill are lighting my phone up, wondering if I’m really in charge. The Chinese ambassador just left and threatened that the war may start up again.” 
 
    General Barry Palmer, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, stood at attention in his dress blue Air Force uniform before the iconic desk. He couldn’t really give the president an answer, or at least the answer the man deserved. 
 
    It happened, you pompous idiot, because you and your political party spent money on social programs instead of military ones. China attacked because they felt we were both weak and apathetic. The former Chinese chairman didn’t think we’d do anything about the threat to Saturn and even if we did, we weren’t strong enough to stop it. The general smirked inwardly. He obviously couldn’t say that. 
 
    “It was a breakdown in communications, Mr. President. When I sent the message out ordering the cease-fire, I sent it to each of the commands involved in the conflict. Neither I nor my staff realized that Commander Buckner’s squadron was operating independently under the direct command of the Space Force Commander,” Palmer tried to explain to the president. 
 
    “Then why didn’t he issue the order to this commander?” 
 
    Barry Palmer took a deep breath. Arnold Buckner had been a friend of his. “Because he was dead, sir.” Along with several thousand other Space Force personnel. “He was personally leading the defense aboard the carrier Wasp. The Chinese attack killed Admiral Buckner and most of his staff aboard his flagship.” 
 
    The president started to say something else, but quickly decided against it. Everyone from Capitol Hill to the media to the general population considered Arnold Buckner a national hero. There was even a push to award the man the Medal of Honor. Criticizing such a hero would not shine a favorable light upon the president. 
 
    “I want this commander disciplined, General,” the president finally said. “We need to set an example that the orders of the president have to be obeyed.” 
 
    “I’ll have her recalled to Earth and convene a board of inquiry, Mr. President,” General Palmer said. 
 
    “I don’t care what you do, General, I want this loose cannon dealt with.” 
 
    “I will deal with it, sir,” Palmer said. “But you will need to be careful about it. She is Admiral Buckner’s daughter.” 
 
    That comment took the president by surprise. He hadn’t noted that she had the same name as the hero admiral. “I’m sure you can deal with this in a politically correct manner, General Palmer,” the president said. “Now, if there’s nothing else, I have to meet with the secretary of state and deal with the Chinese. Let’s hope I can talk them out of going back to war.” 
 
    The chairman of the Joint Chiefs came to attention and saluted the president. He didn’t receive an acknowledgment of the honors rendered, so he turned and left the Oval Office. 
 
    The Chinese aren’t gonna do anything, General Palmer thought. Thanks to Vicki’s last strike, they don’t have much left to fight with. Four escort carriers are on their way back to the Chinese base in the Jupiter system, and one carrier in lunar orbit. That’s it. They have some odd cruisers and destroyers, but the only threat to us has been effectively neutered. 
 
    As he climbed into his limo for the trip back to the Pentagon, Palmer wondered what would be next. He’d been in the Air Force for thirty years and China had always been the United States’ principal threat. Even though America and its allies had won round one, he didn’t think the war was really over. 
 
    They’ll be back. They’ll manipulate our politicians again and build their fleet back up. I just hope I can get our forces ready. 
 
      
 
    ******* 
 
    This is the end of Cripple Squadron, book one in the First Solar War trilogy. Vicki and the rest of her cripples will be back.  
 
    Get Book 2, Apostate Cripple here: 
 
      
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CMPQCXHJ 
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    Get Book 3, Disciple Cripple here: 
 
      
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CMPQCXHJ 
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    Want updates on what I’m currently working on? Check out my website and sign up for my newsletter there. https://www.fredhughespublishing.com/ 
 
      
 
    If you haven’t read the book that started my career, get it here: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BK232YT2 
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