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CO – Commanding Officer

XO – Executive Officer

TO – Tactical Officer

HO – Helm Officer

AO – Astrogation Officer

Toroid – a doughnut-shaped object with a hole in the middle.

CM – Collapsed matter

Ecliptic – the space around a star within the orbit of a planet. That space forms a disk that defines ‘above’ from ‘below’ the ecliptic.

Umbra – name for the shadow cast by a celestial object such as a planet.
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Chapter One 
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It started raining during his father’s burial service, but John Christian Strider didn’t notice. Though he was staring at the coffin draped with the National Police Force’s coat of arms, his mind was somewhere else. The memory of the first raid by the so-called Star Wolves was still fresh, as was the sight of his father’s body slumped down in front of the Central Bank entrance, where he had tried to prevent the raiders from breaking into the vault containing the planet’s entire inventory of gold bullion. His father hadn’t been the only one killed. Three other police officers had died defending the bank, and to add insult to injury, all four deaths could have been avoided. When it became clear how outmatched the planet was, the Planetary President had agreed there was no point in resisting, and if John’s father and the others had received instructions to let the raiders do as they pleased, they might still be alive. But they had not gotten the word in time. At least that was the official story. One of his father’s friends had shared his suspicion that John’s father and the others had gotten the order to stand down but had ignored it. Another one of his father’s friends had insisted that the four officers had obeyed the order to lower their weapons, and the Star Wolves had gunned them down just for the hell of it. He didn’t know which version to believe. The official story made him sad. The act of defiance story made him proud, and the cold-blooded murder story made him boiling mad. 

As the coffin began to be lowered into the now muddy grave, John looked up at the dark sky. He saw a flash of lightning and counted the seconds until he heard the thunder. The sound resonated in his consciousness, and he found comfort in the display of power that the thunder represented. It was a different world now. The steady climb up from the pre-industrial depths that the planet had experienced as a result of the collapse of the interstellar Federation had been a peaceful but still exciting period. New Caledon had not experienced any wars during the almost two centuries since the last starship had landed there. The technological gains of the last half century had confirmed that the old legends of ships travelling between the stars had been based on fact. Mankind really had originated on another world: Earth, which was spoken of with the same awe as the even older legends of the mythical Atlantis. The Star Wolves raid had ended that period of innocence. The stark reality now was that the galaxy could be a very dangerous place. No one knew where the Star Wolves came from or when they’d be back, but when they did come—as he, John Christian Strider, was absolutely certain they would—he would dedicate his life to defending his family and his planet. 
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TWENTY-ONE YEARS LATER:

Captain Strider stepped through the door into the high-security hangar and gasped in amazement at what was inside. To get this peek into the future of planetary defense, he had called in a favor from the General in charge of the X-12 Interceptor project, and his initial impression was that the favor had been well spent. The X-12 was a big beast, completely black and made of titanium. According to rumor, it could accelerate up to three times the speed of sound and climb to the very edge of space. The delta-wing shape, with the four jet engines as integral parts of the wings, made the X-12 radically different from any other jet that Strider had flown or seen. 

“Take a good look while you can, John. You won’t see this plane again until it becomes operational.” 

Strider nodded but, mesmerized by the vision in front of him, didn’t turn around to face the General. “She makes my Raptor look like something designed by cavemen. I don’t see any hard points for missiles. What armament will she carry?”

“Sorry, John. You only called in one favor, and since you don’t have any more to call in, I can’t tell you what the operational version of the X-12 will carry, but I can tell you where it’ll carry it. External ordinance would have generated too much drag for the craft to reach her top speed, so we built her with an internal weapons bay. To deploy, the pilot will open the bay, and the weapon will drop down just far enough so that it won’t hit the craft when it launches.”

Strider smiled. The General had given him enough clues to figure out what the mystery weapon might be. If it had to be launched, then it also had to be a missile and not some kind of rapid-fire cannon. Air-to-air missiles were not new. His Raptor was capable of carrying four radar-guided Cobra missiles, two under each wing. Clearly the X-12 would carry a new kind of missile, and he suspected it was the warhead that would be different.

“I think I can guess what you can’t tell me, General. There are rumors going around that the Zeus Project has managed to develop a low-yield atomic device small enough to put on an AA missile.” This time he did turn around to gauge the General’s response.

The General displayed the familiar poker face that Strider had seen often enough. “I will neither confirm nor deny your speculation, John. If you want a look inside the cockpit, you’d better do it now. Your favor has a limited shelf life, you know.” 

“Okay, General.” Strider walked quickly over to the other side of the craft’s nose where a gantry would allow him to look inside the open cockpit. As he climbed up the gantry steps, he saw that the canopy was not the transparent kind that his Raptor had. Instead, it was made from the same black titanium as the rest of the craft. When he reached the top of the gantry, he knelt down to get as close a look inside as possible. The pilot’s seat and the controls were different from what his Raptor had, but not drastically so. In fact, he was surprised at how little was really new. The engine controls did look more complicated, but that was to be expected given that the X-12 had four jet engines compared to his Raptor’s two. What did surprise him was how small the windshield was. With the canopy down, the pilot would only be able to see what was directly in front of the craft, and it would be a fairly narrow range at that. 
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AS HE CONTINUED TO examine the controls, Strider had the nagging feeling that something was missing. It suddenly came to him.

“There’s no radar screen, General.”

“Ah, you noticed that, did you? The aerodynamic shape of the nose didn’t have enough room for our standard interceptor radar package, and the titanium hull would have interfered with the radar emissions anyway, so the 12s will operate under a different procedure. Interception will be based on instructions from ground control. The pilot will be told what direction and altitude the enemy is and when to fire the mi...weapon. The, ah, weapon will then guide itself to the target.”

Strider smiled at the partial slip of the General’s tongue. A weapon that guides itself to the target had to be a missile. Being unable to operate independently from ground control was a bit disappointing. His Raptor had a limited ability to do that, and the general feeling among interceptor pilots was that the less dependent they were on ground control, the better, but if he had to choose between independence or speed and altitude, he’d take speed and altitude any day of the week. Another thought occurred: what would it be like to bail from a plane travelling at Mach 3. He shuddered involuntarily as he imagined what supersonic wind would do to his head and body in the fraction of a second before his ejection seat thrust him clear of the airframe.

“The seat doesn’t seem to have room for the pilot and a parachute. I think I can figure out why,” he said, looking down at the General.

“You’re thinking about wind sheer at supersonic speeds, right?” asked the General.

“Yes, sir. I think I might almost want to go down with the plane instead of trying to eject at those speeds.” Strider suppressed another shudder.

“Not necessary, John. The ejection system on the X-12 is actually a capsule containing the entire cockpit. Once clear of the plane, the capsule will deploy a drogue parachute to stabilize it, and when it reaches the correct altitude, three large parachutes will deploy. Coming down on land might be a bit rough, but the pilot’s seat has shock absorbers. Landing in water will actually be easier. The capsule is designed to float indefinitely unless you land in conditions with high waves, but even then, the pilot will have the option to abandon the capsule for an inflatable life raft. We’ve tried to think of every contingency considering that interceptions might take place over the ocean.”

“That...is...brilliant,” said Strider slowly. He stood up, took a deep breath and reluctantly climbed down off the gantry.

“How soon will the squadrons get some 12s?”

The General sighed. “Not for a while yet, I’m afraid. This one here is a prototype. It’s performing up to expectations, but it takes about an hour to get this craft ready for flight. That’s way too long if we want to use them to repel an attack from space with maybe as little as five minutes warning. We haven’t tested the capsule ejection system yet either, because doing so will cause the rest of the airframe to crash. There are three more prototypes in the process of being built. Each one will have a different upgrade to one or more systems, and by the end of the testing process, we hope to have a prototype that can be put in the air from a cold start in less than five minutes. Every prototype will also be configured for remote flying so that, at some point, we can test the capsule ejection system without risking a human pilot. When a prototype achieves operational parameters, the design will be frozen, and mass production will begin. I’m just guessing at this point, you understand, but I would be surprised if frontline squadrons get operational 12s within the next year.”

“Need another test pilot, General?” Strider asked as he walked towards the other officer. 

The General laughed. “No, but nice try, John. If we do need someone else, I’ll keep you in mind, but I can’t guarantee anything. Other people have input into test pilot selection besides me. I think we should leave now, and I hope I don’t have to remind you, John, about keeping to yourself what you’ve seen and heard. I know you think all this security is unnecessary since there are unlikely to be Star Wolf spies among us, but security can also be necessary to manage expectations and morale. How eager will your fellow pilots be to risk their lives flying Raptors against a space attack if they’re thinking that deployment of the operational A-12s has been delayed due to some avoidable snafu or red tape? The A-12s will be ready when they’re ready, and not before. Operational versions will be distributed among the squadrons one at a time. Since another space attack could come from any direction, no squadron will get a second A-12 until all squadrons have at least one. Once pilots can see and touch an operational A-12, they’ll be able to manage their expectations, but letting the word out too soon might backfire badly on us. So, don’t make me sorry I let you in here. If I find out you couldn’t keep your mouth shut, I’ll see to it that you never fly an A-12.”

“You couldn’t have picked a more effective threat, General. I want to fly this ship or one like it so bad, I’d give my right arm for it. Keeping my mouth shut will be easy.”

“Okay. What do you say we get outta here before the guards get nervous about what’s taking us so long?”

It was dark by the time Strider pulled into his driveway and entered the house. He found his wife Maureen reading in the lounge. As he leaned down to kiss her, she asked if he wanted his supper. As usually happened, she and their son Richard had already eaten theirs. Strider was hungry, but it was only 40 minutes until Richard’s bedtime, and he decided that time with his son was more important than meeting the needs of his stomach. Just then, Richard came racing into the room and launched himself in a flying leap into his father’s arms.

“Daddy! Daddy! Can we work on my jet?”

“Sure thing.”

The two of them spent the next half hour working on the model Raptor that Strider had given Richard a few days earlier.

––––––––
[image: ]


“WILL THERE BE ANOTHER Star Wolf attack, Dad?” asked Richard out of the blue as he glued a missile to one of the wings.

Strider hesitated. He was certain there would be one during his lifetime, but he didn’t want his son to worry about an attack that hopefully would not come for years.

“No one knows for sure, Richard. We have to prepare for the worst and hope for the best. I don’t let the possibility of another attack keep me awake at night, and you shouldn’t let it keep you awake either, okay?” His son nodded. After a few seconds had passed, Strider brought up another subject. “If an attack alert sounds, what will you and your mother do? Do you remember?”

“Sure do. We head downstairs to the shelter and lock the door when we’re inside.”

“And you don’t come out until you hear the all clear.”

“Oh, yeah. I knew that but forgot to say it. What if you come back to the house and the shelter door is locked but the all clear hasn’t sounded?”

“As long as there are no Star Wolves anywhere nearby, it’ll be safe for your mother to unlock the door long enough for me to come in. But if there’s an attack, my duty would be to report to my squadron. That’s why I’m counting on you to make sure your mother is safe while I’m away, son.”

“I’ll try, Dad.” He held the model plane up and rotated it to see different angles. “Raptors look really fast. Think we’ll ever get something that flies faster, Dad?”

“Oh, eventually we might.”

“When I’m old enough to become a pilot, could it be that soon?”

Strider chuckled. He knew Maureen did not want Richard to become a military pilot because of the risks, but Strider was okay with the idea. And if the boy did become an interceptor pilot, he would probably be flying something that would make the A-12 look primitive by comparison.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if it did come that soon. That reminds me. How are your grades doing? The Aerospace Force won’t take you if your grades are too low.”

“I know, Dad. You remind me every time you ask about my grades. They’re about the same as the last time you asked. Can we start to add decals to this now?”

Strider checked his watch. “Bedtime in five minutes. How about we leave the decals for tomorrow so that we’ll have something to work on when I get home, okay?”

“Oh...okay,” the boy said reluctantly. “Can I play with the model for five more minutes?”

“Sure, but give me a hug first.” The boy gave him a quick hug and then returned his attention to the model.

Hours later, while laying in bed—Maureen already asleep beside him—Strider admitted to himself that the prospect of another attack DID keep him awake at night. He made a mental note to check the supplies in the shelter in the morning before leaving for the day. This micro-step seemed to mollify his sub-conscious, and he drifted off to sleep.
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Eight months later:

Strider carefully parked his car in the visitors’ spot outside of the Testing Range offices and looked around as he got out. He hadn’t been there since the time the General had showed him the X-12, and then it had been night. The Base was quiet now. Nothing was moving. If he didn’t know that aircraft were still being tested here, he’d come to the conclusion that the Base was inactive. Was it possible that the A-12 programme had been cancelled? The latest rumor that an experimental craft had crashed was disturbing, but if the project was cancelled, why would the General have asked him to come out here on his day off?

Once inside, he was quickly shown into the General’s office. The General seemed pleased to see him.

“You made good time getting here, John. Have a seat.” He waited until Strider was settled in one of the comfortable chairs facing the desk. “You’re wondering why I called you here.” It wasn’t a question. Strider nodded anyway.

“We’ve had an X-12 prototype crash. It happened three days ago. As near as the engineers can figure it, a malfunction caused the internal fire light to go on. The pilot reported the light, and instead of waiting for instructions, he panicked and tried to eject the capsule while the craft was still supersonic. The ejection system wasn’t able to get the capsule all the way clear of the craft. It was still jammed half-in and half-out when the craft slammed into the ground.”

“Oh, God,” said Strider in a low voice.

“Yeah. All further testing of the other three prototypes has been suspended for now, and two of the test pilots assigned to this project have requested transfers. They have families who have convinced them that the X-12 is too dangerous. They’re already calling it ‘The Widow Maker’ for Christ sake! One test pilot is still willing to continue, but we need one more.”

“Just one more? Didn’t I hear you say there are three prototypes left, General?”

The General nodded. “You did. The craft that crashed was the 01, the same airframe that you got a good look at. The 02 is almost identical in terms of systems. We’re going to use that one to re-test the ejection system remotely after we make some adjustments to it. The 03 and 04 both have upgrades that we hope will make them safer to fly. I’m offering you the chance to join the Project, John. It’s strictly voluntary and saying no will not hurt your career or my opinion of you. Quite frankly, we’ll be damned lucky if we don’t lose another craft by the time the testing programme is done. You have a family: a wife and a son. We tried to find someone with the right qualifications who’s single, but there isn’t anyone like that. Over ninety percent of you jet jockeys are married. The other ten percent don’t have the flight experience or temperament for this job. If you say yes, make sure it’s what you want and not what you think I want. The last thing I want to have to do is drive to your house and tell your wife that you died in a crash. I had to do that three days ago, and it’s a hell of a lot harder if the dead pilot and his wife are good friends of mine, which is what you and Maureen are. So, if you say no, I won’t try to convince you otherwise. Will you need some time to think it over? Maybe talk to Maureen about it?”

Strider shook his head. “No, General. I know what Maureen would say. She’d want me to turn this down, and that would just make it harder to say yes; so, I’m saying yes right now. When do I start?”

The General looked at him for what seemed like a long time before speaking. “It’ll take a couple of days for the transfer paperwork to go through. In the meantime, don’t say anything to anyone.”

“Understood.” Strider got up. “Anything else, General?”

“Just one more thing, John. Keep what I’m about to say in mind when you’re flying the X-12. Really good pilots are hard to come by. Crashed planes can be replaced with new ones. If the shit hits the fan, and you’re wondering if you should bail out or try to save the plane, your priority is to save yourself. That’s an order, John.”

“Yessir.”

“Good. Okay, we’re done for now. I’ll see you again when you report here for duty.” 

Strider shook the hand that the General offered and left.

It actually took almost a week for the orders to arrive telling Strider to report to the Test Base. That was when he informed his wife and Richard of his new job. Maureen was clearly not thrilled, in spite of the higher salary he would be earning, but she accepted the news with a calm resignation that Strider found endearing. She later told him that her new fears of a testing accident were somewhat offset by the relief that he would no longer be risking death in combat. Richard was excited by the idea that his dad would be flying the hottest planes in existence but was disappointed when he learned that his father couldn’t give him any details of what jets he’d be testing.

Getting up to speed on the X-12 took two weeks. The first week consisted solely of classroom learning. The second week was spent in simulators, which was something new for aerospace force training. Strider had learned how to fly the Raptor by taking flights in the two-man training version, with an Instructor pilot occupying the rear seat, but there was no two-man training version of the X-12. The company that had designed it was still working on developing a training version. That meant test pilots and the initial batch of squadron pilots had to learn as best they could with the simulators. Strider was required to perform 100 simulated take-offs, flights and landings, and the last 50 simulated landings had to be perfect before they would hand him the keys to the real thing. Captain Scott Degrut, the other test pilot, flew the Raptor chase plane during Strider’s maiden X-12 flight. He and Degrut had quickly discovered that they were kindred spirits.

The maiden flight went off without a hitch, and Degrut performed the ceremony that had become a strictly unofficial ritual on such occasions. While he was pinning the emblem shaped like an X-12 onto Strider’s uniform, an accomplice sneaked up behind Strider to empty a large bucket of ice-cold water over his head.

With his status as X-12 Project test pilot now confirmed both officially and unofficially, Strider and Degrut each flew chase planes the next day to observe and record the ejection test of the modified 02 craft. The capsule separated cleanly from the rest of the airframe, and while Degrut kept the capsule under observation as it floated down, Strider kept the now crippled and plunging craft in front of his chase plane’s cameras. The crash left him feeling unsettled, even though no one was aboard her at the end. With the modifications to the ejection system now validated, the remaining two prototypes would be modified as well, one at a time, starting with Degrut’s 03. That meant that Strider was busy flying the 04 airframe every day. He didn’t mind at all. Not only did he need the practice but flying the X-12 was as much of a rush as he had expected it would be. That was partly due to the upgraded engines that the 04 airframe used. The final test of those engines was intended to set a new altitude record. The old record, which had just been set several weeks earlier, was slightly over 82,000 feet at level flight. Strider would now put the 04 into a steep climb and keep going until the ship (he refused to call it the plane or the craft) couldn’t go any higher. 

Setting a new record wasn’t the only reason for the mission. Planners were already doing preliminary work on a rocket-powered plane that could literally fly into orbit and land like a plane. They needed data on how an aerodynamic airframe would behave at altitudes where the air was so thin that normal controls didn’t work. The worst-case scenario was that the X-12 would start to tumble in the near vacuum at the edge of space, and the pilot might not be able to regain control once the ship started falling back down. Waiting for the ejection system modifications to the 03 to be completed was considered sub-optimal because the 03 didn’t have the upgraded engines and therefore wouldn’t get as high as the 04 airframe.

The first part of the flight went well enough. Degrut tried to keep up with Strider’s X-12 as long as possible, but when Strider opened up the X-12 engines to full power and pointed the nose up at a 45 degree angle, his ship very quickly left Degrut’s Raptor far behind. Just as the ship approached the current altitude record, Strider heard a warning sound and felt the ship slow down. Both right engines had suddenly shut down due to lack of fuel. Yet the fuel tank in the right wing still showed it was over half full. It had to be a problem in the fuel system. What he needed to do now was obvious. Losing even one engine in a test flight not only justified aborting the flight, doing so was actually mandatory. He throttled the left engines back and at the same time pushed the control stick forward in order to get the nose of the ship pointed down. When it didn’t respond right away, Strider felt a shiver of fear, but only for a second. The wing and rudder control surfaces were working and were still having enough of an effect to pitch the ship forward, albeit slowly. When he was certain that the ship would come back down in a controlled manner, he reported to ground control. The flight back down was exhausting because the two remaining engines wanted to push the ship to the right, and he had to manually compensate by pushing the control stick to the left. The landing, though, turned out to be a lot easier than he had expected. When the ship rolled to a stop and he was able to release the control stick, he found that his hands were trembling from muscle fatigue.

The engine problem was identified and fixed within 24 hours. The General ordered another altitude record attempt and decided that Degrut would fly 04 this time, with Strider in the chase plane. Degrut got the ship to reach 89,999 feet altitude before it started descending again. It began to tumble, and Degrut was unable to regain positive control. Several hundred miles from the Base, the X-12 number 04 crashed into a mountain range. 

Strider accompanied the General when he drove to Degrut’s home to give his wife—his widow—the bad news. On the drive back to the Base, Strider pondered his own future and almost asked for a transfer, but in the end he kept quiet. By the time he reached home, Maureen had heard about the crash, and when he came into the house, she held him in a tight embrace, not saying a word. When he hugged his son, he could feel the little body trembling with fear. Strider held him until the trembling stopped. It took almost five days to find the wreckage and retrieve what was left of Degrut’s body. All testing stopped until after the burial. The Project was now down to its final prototype and last test pilot. The only silver lining to the whole situation was that 97% of the test programme had been completed. The remaining 3% would test the missile systems that the combat version A-12 would use. 
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The attack everyone was dreading came eight days later. During the time leading up to it, Strider had been testing the X-12, firing air-to-air missiles carrying chemical explosives and also kinetic energy warheads. The former were tested against unmanned drones, while the later were tested against large plates of armor placed atop a high tower on the top of a hill. The armor plates had been painted with special metallic paint that would enhance the radar reflectivity of the missiles radar guidance system but that wouldn’t negate the necessity for the X-12 to fly at far lower altitudes than Strider was used to while still at attack speed. Both kinds of tests were successful, which left just one more missile system to assess. All those months earlier, Strider had guessed right about the Zeus Project working on a low-yield tactical atomic warhead. The Mark 3 warhead had the explosive equivalent of 100 times the power of the chemical warhead Strider had tested just a few days before. When Strider had first learned about the Mark 3 warhead, he asked the General why they had even bothered testing the X-12 with the other non-atomic missiles.

“The fact of the matter is we’re seriously rethinking using the Mark 3 missile at all. What we failed to anticipate is the impact of using any kind of atomic device in the air over or near a city. Atomic explosions send out massive waves of electrons that can short-out power grid transformers, radios, anything electronic. The eggheads who came up with the technology call it Electro-magnetic Pulse or EMP for short. Testing the missile with the X-12 was almost cancelled, but I pointed out that having spent all that money on the damn thing, and believe me when I say we spent a hell of a lot, we might as well test it and then decide if we’re ever going to use it. My wife came up with an interesting analogy. It’s like a condom. Better to have it and not need it then need it and not have it. Your first flight with the Mark 3 will not be a live fire test. The warhead won’t even be armed, just to be on the safe side in case you have to dump it or, God forbid, you crash with it still onboard. The first test will check out the control circuits, including a simulated launch with the missile deployed in launch configuration, and also to see how the extra weight affects the aircraft’s flight performance. If the first test goes well, the second test will be a live fire test over a remote area.”

On the day of the first test, Strider stood near the aircraft as half a dozen technicians wheeled in the test missile, positioning it under the open weapons bay. He watched as the aircraft’s retractable launch system was lowered down so that the missile could be attached to it. It was then raised back up, and the control circuits were connected and tested. When they were making their final checks, Strider walked over to get a close look. He pointed to a hole in the warhead casing.

“Why the hole, Chief?”

The technician smiled. “That’s where the arming trigger goes, Captain. It screws right in. We could install it in a couple of minutes if we had to. Without it, this beast is just a big hunk of metal. You could blow up the warhead with a stick of dynamite, and you wouldn’t get a fission reaction. What you would get is a lot of radioactive shrapnel flying in all directions, but no big bang.” He stepped back and looked at the missile. “She’s a big fucker, isn’t she?”

Strider nodded. He could see now why the General had mentioned checking out the X-12’s flight characteristics while carrying this missile. It weighed almost as much as a small car. 

“I don’t think I’ll be setting any speed records while I’m carrying this thing. Is it ready to go now?”

“Yup. You’re good to go, Captain. Good luck.”

Strider checked his watch. The final test briefing wasn’t due to start for another ten minutes. He had time to get into his flight gear first. As he got changed, he noticed once again that he was alone in the Test Pilot’s locker room. Normally one of the other pilots would be in there with him, getting changed in order to pilot the chase plane. But with Degrut and the others dead, there would be no chase plane flying with him, and that meant if anything went wrong, he would be entirely on his own.

The General and the two technicians who would be giving the briefing were already in the room when Strider arrived with his helmet under his arm. The General come over to him with a smile on his face.

“You must be raring to go—.” The rest of the sentence was cut off by the sudden blaring of the Red Alert siren. Strider’s first reaction was annoyance. Who was the idiot that decided to run an alert drill now? The siren cut off after two seconds.

“This is a space attack warning! All units go to full combat status! This is not a drill!” 

The message repeated, but Strider was no longer listening, and neither was the General. “Let’s get down to the bunker!” he shouted. 

Strider and the technicians followed him. The bunker, normally used to monitor and track test flights, was also equipped with large screens that could be connected to the Planetary Defense Center’s computers. The quiet chatter that normally filled the air during tests was now much louder. The main screen was already showing the radar data from the geo-synchronous satellite that was permanently stationed over the main continent. A flashing red dot was moving rapidly down from the north. Tactical update text messages were scrolling across the bottom of the screen.

UNIDENTIFIED SPACECRAFT HAS ENTERED ATMOSPHERE AND IS APPROACHING THE CAPITAL. DEFENSE SQUADRONS 144, 233, 077 HAVE BEEN SCRAMBLED. NO TRANSMISSIONS FROM SPACECRAFT HAVE BEEN RECEIVED.

Three green chevrons appeared on the screen. Strider instantly recognized them as being the lead aircraft of those three squadrons taking off.

“Are those Raptors carrying the usual mix of HE and KEs, General?” asked Strider. 

The General nodded. “Let’s hope that’ll be enough. It should be enough. Fifty-four planes with eight missiles each. Even if only one missile in ten...hell, one missile in twenty hits that ship, it should still do enough damage to at least make them seriously think about aborting the attack and trying their luck somewhere else.”

As the red dot and the green chevrons got closer, the screen zoomed in. A white circle appeared around each chevron. Strider knew that was the maximum range that the missiles could reach. They would hold their fire until the Star Wolf ship was inside the circle. 

“Shit,” said the General in a low voice. “They’re firing their own missiles!” Strider held his breath as he watched tiny red arrows emerge from the red dot and head for first one and then another chevron. Each squadron was being targeted by only one missile! 

“Oh, God! Those missiles have to be fission warheads! We have to tell those squadrons to scatter before the missiles detonate!”

The General kept his gaze on the screen as he shouted. “GET ME A CHANNEL TO THE PDC! NOW!”

Strider’s fists were clenched as he waited to see if the General’s warning would get through in time. As the seconds ticked by, Strider saw two things happen simultaneously. A tiny green arrow emerged from one of the chevrons and headed for the incoming enemy missile. While that was happening, the chevrons grew wider and then broke up into multiple smaller chevrons representing groups of three aircraft each, versus the large group of eighteen that made up a squadron. They had clearly gotten the word to spread out into smaller tactical units, and one pilot, probably the squadron leader, had fired an air-to-air missile at the incoming missile, hoping to destroy it before it detonated.

The crew aboard the enemy ship must have figured that out too because their missile exploded with atomic fire before it could be intercepted. The screen flared as the orbiting satellite’s sensors were momentarily overloaded. Even as the computer-generated image began to reform, another message scrolled across the bottom. 

TWO ATOMIC EXPLOSIONS HAVE BEEN DETECTED. BLAST YIELD ESTIMATED IN THE 40 TO 50 KILOTON RANGE. CONTACT LOST WITH ALL THREE SQUADRONS.

Strider feared that all three squadrons had been completely destroyed, but when the satellite’s sensors came back online, he saw that there were seven Raptor aircraft still flying, and one of them was about to get within missile range of the ship. Six green arrows emerged from the chevron and clawed their way to the ship. Strider was certain that the Star Wolf ship would try to intercept those incoming missiles, but it didn’t seem to be doing anything. The six green arrows merged with the red dot, which did not slow down or change course. The other five Raptors also fired their missiles, which appeared to hit the ship without affecting its performance. 

Someone called the General’s name. There was a call from the Planetary Defense Center. Strider watched as the General took the call, listen for a few seconds, then hang up the phone. 

As he came back to stand beside Strider, he said, “The PDC has long-range optics tracking the enemy ship. Our HE missiles caused no visible damage. The KE warheads literally bounced off that ship’s hull. Those warheads are designed to penetrate up to four inches of steel! How is it possible that they didn’t penetrate at all? What the hell is that ship made of?” he said as he turned to look back at the screen.

Strider touched his arm. He waited until the General turned to look at him. “The Mark 3. It’s our only hope now. The missile’s loaded. All it needs is the trigger mechanism. If we arm the Mark 3, I may be able to get close enough to fire on that thing. That ten kiloton warhead has to be powerful enough to have some affect!”

The General looked back at the screen. “That ship will get to the Capital before the X-12 can intercept it. You can’t fire the Mark 3 at them when they’re hovering over the city, Captain.”

“No, sir. But they have to leave some time, and when they’re far enough away, then I’ll fire at them. We may not be able to prevent them from raiding the Capital, but we might be able to stop them from ever doing it again.”

The General hesitated for only a couple of seconds. “Okay. Man your plane. I’ll order the trigger installed. Good luck, John.” 

Strider ran back to the briefing room to get his helmet, then sprinted for the door. The hangar where the X-12 was located was about a hundred yards away. He decided he could run there faster than it would take for him to hunt for a vehicle to get him there. When he got to at the airplane, he saw one of the technical support personnel standing nearby, looking bewildered.

“GET THE POWER CART! I’M TAKING OFF!” yelled Strider. 

The support tech ran to get the power cart. When hooked up to the X-12, it would provide the necessary power to start the engines, which could then power themselves from that point on. Strider climbed into the cockpit and began to strap himself in. Usually one of the support techs helped him with that, but there was only one of them in sight, and getting the power cart hooked up asap was more important. With the adrenaline coursing through his veins, Strider’s sense of time was becoming distorted. Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion. The support tech was bringing the cart as fast as he could, but Strider wanted to yell at him to move faster. He resisted the urge.

While the support tech proceeded to hook up the cart, Strider noticed another technician running to the airplane with something in his hand. When he saw that Strider was looking at him, he held the object up and pointed to it with his other hand, all the while still running. Strider thought he heard the man yell out ‘trigger’ but wasn’t certain. In any case, the man disappeared under the aircraft.

“Power cart’s hooked up!” yelled the first man.

“I’m starting the power-up cycle!” yelled Strider in a voice that was louder than he really wanted. The first engine finally started to turn with the high-pitched whine that jet engines produce, getting louder by the second. As soon as the engine’s turbine had reached the level of rpms that was self-sustaining, Strider gave the power cart tech the hand signal to unhook and clear the area.

By the time that three out of the four engines had started, the second man re-appeared from under the plane. He climbed up the gantry that was still positioned next to the cockpit and leaned in.

“The Mark 3 trigger is in! Don’t forget to arm the warhead before you fire it!” He then quickly checked Strider’s harness and gave him the thumbs up sign. Strider returned the gesture, and the technician climbed down and began pulling the gantry clear of the aircraft’s wings.

As the number four engine reached its idle speed, Strider realized that his radio was still off. He turned it on and made sure it was set to the Base’s flight control channel.

“—read me, X-12? Come in, X-12. Over.”

“I read you, Control. Engines are running. The warhead has the trigger. Am I cleared to take off? Over.”

“You’re cleared to take off. Use any runway you want, Captain. Good luck and good hunting. Over.”

“Roger that. Gunslinger is rolling!” Strider smiled as he used his Raptor squadron call sign. Under the circumstances, it seemed highly appropriate.

He carefully pushed the throttle controls forward and released the brakes. The aircraft started to move as he steered it to the nearest runway. When he was lined up with the runway, he made one more quick check of the instruments before pushing the throttles all the way to full power. The X-12 leaped forward, and within seconds it was airborne. The Capital was over a thousand miles away. Strider set the auto-pilot for the base course and altitude that would avoid any civilian air traffic and then did a quick calculation on how long his fuel would last. The X-12 didn’t have full tanks, because the test flight hadn’t required it. At the speed he’d soon be cruising at, he’d use up his fuel in 21 minutes and that was not nearly enough to get to the Capital. In his rush to take off, he hadn’t considered getting the X-12 topped off first. Returning to Base to refuel wasn’t the only option.

“I’m here, Gunslinger,” said the General as few seconds later.

“General, I’m going to need a lot more fuel in order to get to the Capital at all, let alone as fast as possible. Can you arrange for a refueling tanker rendezvous?”

“Already working on that in anticipation of your request. As soon as we have the details worked out, we’ll pass that on to you. Over.”

“That’s good to hear. I can maintain max speed for about twenty minutes with what I have now. Anything new with the attack? Over.”

“The surviving Raptors are returning to base to re-arm. Two more squadrons from further away have been scrambled. They’ll have barely enough fuel to get within firing range and may have to abandon their aircraft afterwards if they can’t make it to the nearest landing strip. Ground forces are being deployed at the Capital. All civilians have been ordered to get indoors and in shelters if possible. At the speed the Star Wolf ship is traveling, it should arrive over the Capital in about ten minutes. That’s all we have right now. If the situation changes, I’ll let you know. Over.”

“Roger that. Thanks, General.” Strider felt the aircraft accelerate as it reached the pre-programmed altitude and levelled off. The Star Wolves would get a different reception when they landed their troops in the Capital this time. All the major government and commercial buildings would be ringed with large-caliber artillery guns mounted on tracked vehicles. If the large ship deployed smaller ships, as had happened last time, they would be hovering over the streets so that their troops could deploy in those air-vehicles that utilized some principle of flight their own scientists hadn’t rediscovered yet. The artillery would target those units before the troops could disembark. In addition to that, infantry would be deployed in fire teams armed with portable rocket launchers and rapid-fire assault rifles. No one really knew if that would be enough to penetrate the armor that Star Wolves had worn last time, but if the assault rifle fire couldn’t penetrate their armor, he was certain that high-explosive shells fired from the rocket launchers would be lethal, even from the shrapnel generated by a near miss. That the Star Wolves would succeed in taking what they wanted was not in question. The question was how costly could planetary defense forces make the price, and would it be high enough to discourage the raiders from coming back?

When his fuel was down to ten minutes worth, and he was beginning to get worried, the General called to inform him that a tanker rendezvous had been set up. He would have to throttle back
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