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CHAPTER 1:

Recall to Duty
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Earth no longer felt like the center of anything.

From orbit, it still looked the same—blue and white, scarred only by weather and time—but the illusion ended the moment you crossed into controlled Federation space. Traffic lanes braided the void around it, ships slipping in and out of jump vectors like veins carrying lifeblood to somewhere more important.

Earth was no longer the heart.

It was a founding member.

Sector designation Federation Galaxy – Alpha 1410.

Colonel Alan “Action” Jackson stood at the viewport of the Federation command complex, hands clasped behind his back, posture relaxed in a way that only came from long habit. The building floated in high orbit, tethered to Earth by politics rather than gravity, its architecture clean, functional, and deliberately unremarkable.

The kind of place built to endure war.

Behind him, the doors hissed open.

“Colonel Jackson,” a voice said. “The President will see you now.”

Jackson didn’t turn right away. He watched a cruiser slip into a docking lane far below, its hull still scorched from recent action. The markings were fresh. The damage hadn’t been fully repaired.

The war didn’t pause for Earth.

It never had.

“Yes,” Jackson said finally, turning. “I’m ready.”
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The office of General Kenneth Rowan, President of the Federation Galaxy’s Alpha 1410 sector, was smaller than most people expected.

No grand banners. No sweeping windows. Just a wide desk, a tactical display recessed into the far wall, and the faint hum of systems that never slept. Rowan sat behind the desk, uniform immaculate, hair grayer than the last time Jackson had seen him.

War did that to people.

“At ease, soldier,” Rowan said without looking up, eyes still scanning the data hovering above his desk. “This won’t—shouldn’t—take long.”

“Yes, sir,” Jackson replied automatically, though his shoulders eased a fraction.

Rowan finally looked up, studying Jackson with the kind of familiarity that came from shared history rather than protocol. “You’ve been enjoying your leave?”

Jackson allowed himself a thin smile. “Define ‘enjoying,’ sir.”

Rowan snorted softly. “Fair enough.”

He set the data aside, fingers steepling. “You know why you’re here.”

Jackson didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.

“The war continues to grind on,” Rowan said. “Front lines shift, alliances strain, and every month we lose pilots faster than we can train them. I believe the old saying goes, war never changes.”

Jackson’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.

“I agree with it,” Rowan continued, voice lower now. “But people do. You did.”

Rowan leaned back slightly. “You’ve helped us before, Jackson. More than once. And personally? I would’ve had no issue leaving you on extended R&R. You earned it.”

Jackson met his gaze. “But.”

“But we need people like you,” Rowan said plainly. “People who’ve seen the worst of it and still come back. You’re a symbol whether you want to be or not. To the pilots. To the crews. To command.”

Jackson exhaled slowly. “With respect, sir, symbols don’t fly missions.”

“No,” Rowan agreed. “But they give others a reason to.”

He tapped a control, and a ship schematic bloomed into existence between them.

F.G.S. Robinson.

“She’s an older command ship,” Rowan said. “Not as advanced as some of our newer fleet assets, but solid. Proven. She’s been holding the line where others couldn’t.”

Jackson studied the image. Rectangular, utilitarian, bristling with hardpoints and launch bays. Not pretty.

But dependable.

“You’ll be assigned as her commanding officer,” Rowan continued. “You’ll be given a full crew rundown en route. Some familiar names. Some fresh out of the academies.”

Jackson’s eyes lingered on the schematic. “And her current situation?”

Rowan’s expression tightened. “Active. Complicated.”

Jackson nodded once. “Understood.”

Rowan hesitated—just long enough for Jackson to notice.

“Sir,” Jackson said carefully, “if I may.”

Rowan sighed. “I was hoping you wouldn’t ask.”

“Has there been any word from the Romero?” Jackson asked. “The last reports were weeks old.”

The room felt smaller suddenly.

Rowan looked down at the desk, fingers pressing flat against its surface. “Officially, I can’t discuss the Romero. Classified operation. Ongoing review.”

Jackson didn’t move.

“Unofficially,” Rowan continued, rising from his chair and stepping closer, “because I know who you had aboard that ship... I can tell you the reports are accurate.”

Jackson swallowed.

“It’s been weeks since we last heard from her,” Rowan said quietly. “The Romero and her crew are currently listed as missing in action.”

Jackson closed his eyes for a brief moment.

“I’m sorry, Alan,” Rowan added. “That’s all any of us have right now.”

Jackson straightened, the weight settling in behind his ribs where it always did.

“Thank you, sir,” he said. “For the honesty.”

He saluted.

Rowan returned it.
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The shuttle ride to the Robinson was quiet.

Jackson sat alone in the passenger compartment, a datapad resting on his knee as the pilot’s voice droned through crew assignments. Names scrolled past—some he recognized immediately, others he hadn’t seen in years.

Artman.
Depew.
Lewis.
Old ghosts.

And then the new ones. Ensigns. Cadets. People who hadn’t yet learned what the war took from you.

Jackson closed the file and leaned back, exhaling slowly.

Then he noticed it.

A scent.

Subtle. Clean. Definitely not regulation-issue.

Jackson glanced toward the cockpit. The pilot was male, mid-forties by the look of him, posture relaxed but professional.

“Not many guys can pull off that cologne,” Jackson said mildly. “Mind telling me your name, pilot?”

There was a pause.

“Whoops,” a woman’s voice replied.

The pilot’s seat rotated, and before Jackson could react, the man’s features flowed and shifted—bone structure softening, frame adjusting, the illusion peeling away like a discarded mask.

“Guess I got distracted,” she said with a grin. “Wrong bottle.”

She snapped to attention. “Lieutenant Robin Holmes. Espionage specialist—quotation marks intentional—and occasional shuttle pilot.”

Jackson stared for a heartbeat.

Then nodded once. “Figures.”
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Robin settled back into the pilot’s chair as if she’d been born there, one boot hooked casually under the console rail. The shuttle’s guidance lights traced clean lines across the cockpit glass, and beyond them the stars hung in steady silence.

Jackson watched her for another moment, then glanced at the autopilot indicator.

“You set it?” he asked.

Robin lifted both hands in mock innocence. “Auto flight locked. Collision avoidance active. If we hit something, it’ll be because the universe hates us personally.”

Jackson huffed a quiet laugh—more breath than sound—but it loosened something tight in his chest.

“Espionage specialist and shuttle driver,” he said. “Those feel like two jobs that shouldn’t be allowed to overlap.”

Robin’s grin widened. “And yet here we are.”

He studied her again, the way her posture held confidence without arrogance, the way her eyes kept flicking from him to the instruments and back, reading the room even while pretending not to.

“You always greet new commanding officers by wearing someone else’s face?” Jackson asked.

Robin feigned offense. “That was a perfectly good face.”

“It was,” Jackson agreed. “Not yours.”

Her expression softened just a fraction. “You’re harder to unsettle than the rumors said.”

“I’m not legendary,” Jackson replied automatically. “Just... stubborn.”

Robin’s eyebrows lifted. “Stubborn is good. The Robinson could use some of that.”

Jackson leaned back in his seat. The shuttle thrummed under him—steady, efficient, a machine doing its job without complaint. He’d always found comfort in that. Machines rarely lied to you unless someone made them.

Robin tilted her head. “Okay. Since we’ve got a long ride and you’re clearly not the type to enjoy silence—”

“I enjoy silence,” Jackson said.

Robin pointed at him like she’d caught him in a lie. “But you’re not letting yourself have it.”

Jackson didn’t answer. He looked out at the starfield instead, watching the faint streaks of distant traffic lanes cut across blackness like scars.

Robin waited a beat, then continued, more gently. “What do you want to know?”

Jackson’s eyes flicked back to her. “You said you were from the Robinson.”

“Assigned six months ago,” Robin said. “I get shuffled. Officially because I’m useful.”

“And unofficially?” Jackson asked.

Robin shrugged. “Because I ask questions that make people sweat.”

Jackson’s mouth twitched. “That tracks.”

She leaned forward, elbows braced lightly on her knees. “So. What do you want to know about your new ship?”

Jackson hesitated. He could ask about weapons arrays, readiness, logistics. He could ask about any number of things that would make this feel like a normal assignment.

But it wasn’t normal.

He’d already asked Rowan the question that mattered most.

He chose a smaller one instead.

“Is the crew... solid?” he asked.

Robin nodded without hesitation. “Solid. Older ship, older habits, but the core is good. Brusher runs her tight. The engineers could rebuild half the Federation if you gave them enough duct tape and caffeine.”

Jackson’s gaze sharpened. “Engineers?”

“Nicholas Walken and R.R. Jacobs,” Robin said, watching him closely for any reaction. “Main engineering team. They’ll keep the ship alive even when it has no business being alive.”

Jackson’s face stayed neutral.

But his stomach did not.

R.R. Jacobs.

That name hit like something you’d tried to bury in a drawer you didn’t open anymore. Not pain exactly. Not quite regret. Just a familiar pressure behind the ribs, like a memory tapping politely from the other side of a door.

Robin noticed anyway.

“Old friend?” she asked.

Jackson kept his eyes forward. “Old... something.”

Robin’s smile shifted into something more knowing. “Got it.”

Jackson exhaled slowly. “Who else?”

Robin brightened again, as if she’d been waiting for permission to talk freely. “Mechanic is Albert Artman. ‘Double A.’”

Jackson’s head turned sharply. “Artman?”

“Yep,” Robin said. “And before you ask—yes, he’s exactly the way you remember him, assuming the way you remember him involves insulting you while saving your life.”

Jackson’s laugh came out cleaner this time. “That sounds like him.”

Robin continued, ticking names off like a performance she enjoyed. “Wingmen you’re going to want to meet early: Thomas Depew—callsign Duck—Davey Lewis—callsign The Lariat. Seth Loveless, MacCreed, and a few others. We’ve also got a couple... unique pilots.”

Jackson frowned slightly. “Unique.”

Robin held up her hands. “Hey, Federation’s big. Recruitment gets... creative. One of your best flyers is a bird/humanoid hybrid and another’s feline/humanoid. If you’re planning to be old-fashioned about it, you’re going to have a hard time.”

Jackson’s lips quirked. “I’ll try not to discriminate against competent pilots.”

“Good answer,” Robin said, then leaned back with satisfaction like she’d been grading him.

Jackson glanced again at the autopilot indicator. “How much time do we have?”

Robin looked at the nav display. “Enough.”

“That’s not a number,” Jackson said.

Robin smirked. “Neither is ‘soon’ and that’s what command uses when they don’t want you to relax.”

Jackson shook his head faintly. “Fair.”

A quieter beat settled in.

The hum of the shuttle filled the space between them, and the stars outside felt further away.

Jackson tried to keep his thoughts on the ship, the crew, the mission ahead.

But the mind doesn’t obey orders.

He saw Rowan’s expression again—the way it had tightened when he said Romero.

He felt the weight of that word in his chest like a name carved into metal.

Robin’s voice softened. “You asked him about the Romero.”

Jackson’s eyes flicked to her. “You were listening in on my meeting?”

She looked scandalized. “Please. I would never.”

Jackson stared.

Robin sighed dramatically. “Fine. Yes. But not because I’m nosy. Because I’m assigned to keep tabs on things that matter.”

“And that matters,” Jackson said flatly.

Robin nodded. “It does.”

Jackson leaned forward, forearms resting on his thighs, voice quieter now. “What do you know?”

Robin’s gaze held his, unblinking. “The same thing Rowan told you, probably. M.I.A. No verified wreckage. No confirmed survivors. A lot of rumors and not enough facts.”

Jackson’s jaw tightened. “That’s not good enough.”

“I know,” Robin said, then hesitated—just enough to show she was choosing her words carefully. “But if it helps... we were with her weeks ago.”

Jackson turned fully toward her. “You were with the Romero?”

Robin nodded. “Not stationed. Passing through the same corridor. We were running intel transfer and resupply. Quick turnaround.”

Jackson’s pulse thumped harder. “And?”

“And they got orders,” Robin said, voice steady but edged now. “Neutral section. Enemy-adjacent. Meet with reinforcements.”

Jackson swallowed. “Since then... nothing.”

Robin’s hand lifted, then hovered—like she wasn’t sure she had the right—and finally settled gently on his shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “If you had someone on there—”

“I did,” Jackson said, voice rougher than he wanted. The word felt too small for what it carried. “Someone important.”

Robin’s fingers tightened slightly. “I had someone on there too,” she admitted. “My brother.”

Jackson’s head snapped toward her. She didn’t flinch.

“I already sent word to our family,” Robin continued, voice controlled, “to hope for the best and prepare for the worst.”

Something in Jackson cracked—not open, just enough to let air in.

He leaned forward, then stood, stepping closer before he could overthink it.

Robin’s eyes widened slightly.

Jackson didn’t hesitate. He wrapped his arms around her in a brief, steady hug—comfort offered, not demanded.

For a moment, Robin’s posture went rigid like she didn’t know what to do with kindness from a superior officer.

Then she exhaled, and her arms came up, returning it—tight, grateful, and just a little shaky.

“Sometimes,” Jackson said softly, voice low enough that it felt like it belonged only to them, “all we can do is hold on to hope... even when the worst feels more likely.”

Robin swallowed hard. “Yeah,” she whispered. “Yeah.”

Jackson released her gently and stepped back, clearing his throat like it might reset the universe.

Robin blinked rapidly, then forced a smile that didn’t quite land.

“Okay,” she said, trying to lift the mood, “well—welcome back to active duty. Where trauma is free and sleep is optional.”

Jackson let out a breath that might’ve been a laugh. “I missed the charm.”

Robin leaned back in her seat, eyes flicking to him with renewed curiosity. “So... what brings the legendary Action Jackson to the Robinson?”

Jackson rolled his eyes. “I’m not legendary.”

Robin’s eyebrows lifted. “Uh-huh.”

Jackson glanced toward the viewport again. “Just a survivor. Maybe legendary in other areas, but that’s for another time and place.”

Robin’s smile turned teasing. “Oh?”

Jackson shot her a look.

She held up a hand. “Noted. Classified. I won’t pry.”

Jackson leaned his head back against the seat, letting the shuttle’s hum steady him.

Robin’s tone shifted again—light, curious, testing. “So are you always this serious, Colonel, or am I catching you on a rough day?”

Jackson exhaled. “Rough year.”

Robin nodded slowly, as if filing that away. “That checks out.”

She glanced at the nav display, then tapped the microphone.

“Shuttle Six to the Robinson,” she said smoothly, voice professional now, “requesting clearance to approach with party of two.”

A beat of static.

Then a voice came through the speaker, warm with familiarity. “Permission granted, Shuttle Six. Dock at Bay Seven for now—cleanup in Bay Six. And welcome back.”

Robin glanced at Jackson, grin returning. “Hear that? They like me.”

Jackson’s eyes narrowed. “Or they’re relieved you’re not driving as someone else.”

Robin gasped. “Colonel.”

Jackson’s mouth twitched.

The shuttle drifted forward, and through the glass the Robinson began to emerge from the darkness—massive, rectangular, bristling with hard edges and functional design. Not beautiful.

But real.

Robin’s voice softened with something close to pride. “There she is,” she said. “The Robinson in all her glory.”

Jackson stared as the ship grew larger, blotting out stars. A command ship. A home. A battlefield. A coffin, if the war decided it.

His hand tightened unconsciously on the strap of his duffel.

Whatever waited inside that hull—friends, ghosts, old flames, new dangers—he was committed now.

He couldn’t turn back.

And he wouldn’t.
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The shuttle eased into its docking cradle with a muted thud that Jackson felt through the soles of his boots.

Magnetic clamps engaged. Pressure equalized. The familiar sequence unfolded with mechanical precision, and for the first time since Rowan’s office, Jackson felt something close to steadiness.

The hatch cycled open.

The air inside the Robinson smelled like recycled oxygen, warm metal, and faint traces of engine lubricant—an unmistakable scent that no planet ever quite replicated. It wasn’t pleasant.

It was honest.

Robin stood first, helmet tucked under her arm as she stepped onto the deck. “Home sweet armored rectangle,” she murmured.

Jackson followed, duffel slung over one shoulder.

The corridor beyond the bay was wide and utilitarian, bulkheads scuffed by years of service.   Crew moved with purpose, some glancing toward the arriving shuttle, others too focused on their tasks to look up.

Then someone did.

“Well I’ll be damned.”

The voice came from the left, rough-edged and unmistakably familiar.

Jackson turned just as a broad-shouldered figure emerged from behind a maintenance cart, wiping grease-stained hands on a rag that had long since lost the fight to stay clean.

Albert “Double A” Artman froze mid-step.

For half a second, neither of them moved.

Then Artman broke into a grin so wide it bordered on painful. “Action Jackson,” he said. “I knew the rumors were bullshit.”

Jackson felt the corner of his mouth lift despite himself. “Good to see you too, Artman.”

Artman dropped the rag and closed the distance in three long strides, pulling Jackson into a crushing one-armed hug that smelled like coolant and bad decisions.

“You look like hell,” Artman said cheerfully.

“Still prettier than you,” Jackson replied.

Artman laughed, loud and genuine. “Yeah, that tracks.”

They separated, Artman stepping back to look Jackson over more critically. “They really dragged you back in, huh?”

Jackson nodded. “Looks like it.”

Artman clapped him on the shoulder. “Then we’re in trouble.”

Jackson raised an eyebrow. “Because I’m here?”

“No,” Artman said. “Because now I can’t blame command when things go wrong.”

Robin watched the exchange with open amusement. “You two always flirt like this?”

Artman blinked. “Oh. You must be the shapeshifter.”

Robin smiled sweetly. “Occasionally.”

Artman pointed at her. “I knew it.”

Jackson shook his head. “Where’s Brusher?”

Artman jerked his thumb down the corridor. “Command deck. He’s been pacing ever since we got word you were inbound. Tried to play it cool. Failed.”

Jackson nodded once. “I’ll head that way.”

Artman hesitated, then added, quieter, “Hey... glad you’re here.”

Jackson met his gaze. “Me too.”

Artman snorted. “Liar.”
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The command deck of the Robinson was all function—angled consoles, recessed displays, and a central pit designed for coordination rather than comfort. Captain William Brusher stood near the tactical board, hands clasped behind his back, posture rigid in a way that suggested nerves rather than discipline.

He turned as Jackson approached.

“Colonel,” Brusher said, stepping forward. “Welcome aboard.”

“At ease, Captain,” Jackson replied. “And please—after today, Alan will do.”

Brusher exhaled, some of the tension draining from his shoulders. “Then Bill.”

They shook hands—firm, professional.

“She’s not pretty,” Brusher said, gesturing around them, “but she’s reliable.”

“That’s what Rowan said,” Jackson replied. “I’ll take reliable.”

Brusher nodded. “Crew’s solid. Morale’s... holding.”

Jackson glanced around the deck, taking in the controlled chaos, the quiet urgency. “That’s all anyone can ask for.”

Brusher hesitated. “Engineering’s been asking about you.”

Jackson’s stomach tightened slightly. “I figured.”
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Engineering was louder than the rest of the ship.

The thrum of the engines bled through the bulkheads, a constant presence that felt more like a heartbeat than a sound. Displays glowed with diagnostics, and crew moved with the practiced choreography of people who trusted each other with their lives.

Jackson spotted her immediately.

R.R. Jacobs stood near the primary console, sleeves rolled up, dark hair pulled back in a practical tie. She was mid-argument with another engineer, gesturing sharply at a readout.

“No, that’s not drift,” she said. “That’s compensation lag. If we don’t recalibrate, she’ll shake herself apart the next time we push her.”

The other engineer opened his mouth to argue, then thought better of it. “I’ll reroute.”

He retreated.

Rae didn’t notice Jackson at first.

He watched her for a moment—how she moved, how she commanded the space without raising her voice. Older, maybe. Sharper. Still unmistakably her.

“Jacobs,” Jackson said.

She froze.

Slowly, she turned.

For a heartbeat, the noise of engineering seemed to fade.

“Alan,” she said.

Not Colonel. Not sir.

Just his name.

Jackson swallowed. “Rae.”

Her eyes flicked briefly to the surrounding crew—then back to him. “You’re supposed to be retired.”

“So I’ve been told.”

She studied him, expression unreadable. “You always had terrible timing.”

Jackson almost smiled.

They stood there, years of history compressed into silence.

Finally, Rae exhaled. “You look... tired.”

Jackson nodded. “You look busy.”

She snorted softly. “That hasn’t changed.”

A beat.

Then, quieter, “I heard about the Romero.”

Jackson’s jaw tightened. “Yeah.”

Rae hesitated, then reached out—not touching him, but close enough that he felt the intent. “I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,” he said. And meant it.

She straightened, professionalism snapping back into place like armor. “Well. If you’re commanding this ship now, I should warn you—she’s temperamental.”

Jackson met her gaze. “So are we.”

A corner of her mouth lifted. “Fair.”

Robin cleared her throat from the doorway. “I hate to interrupt unresolved emotional history, but command’s waiting.”

Rae shot her a look. “You must be Holmes.”

Robin grinned. “Guilty.”

Rae turned back to Jackson. “We’ll talk later.”

Jackson nodded. “I’d like that.”

As he turned to leave, Rae added quietly, “Welcome back, Alan.”

The words followed him out of engineering, heavier than he expected.
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As Jackson made his way back toward the command deck, the Robinson felt less like an assignment and more like a crossroads.

Old friends. Old wounds. New dangers.

And somewhere out there, an enemy waiting to test them all.
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The corridor outside the command deck was narrower than Jackson remembered from newer ships, the lighting a touch dimmer, the bulkheads bearing the quiet scars of long service. The Robinson didn’t pretend to be modern. It wore its age the way veteran pilots wore theirs—without apology.

Voices carried ahead.

“—I’m telling you, the simulator glitched.”

“Duck, the simulator doesn’t glitch. You glitch.”

Jackson slowed.

He knew those voices.

“Well excuse me for trusting technology,” Thomas Depew shot back. “Last time I checked, it wasn’t supposed to throw an Ophidian ace at me sideways.”

“That wasn’t an ace,” Davey Lewis replied. “That was you flying like you forgot which way was up.”

Jackson stepped into view just as Duck rounded on Lariat, finger raised in accusation.

“And another thing—”

Duck stopped mid-sentence.

His eyes widened.

Then narrowed.

Then widened again.

“No,” Duck said flatly. “Nope. Not real.”

Lariat followed his gaze, squinting. “What are you—”

He froze.

Jackson didn’t have time to brace before Duck crossed the distance and pulled him into a hug that was somehow both enthusiastic and awkward, like a man unsure whether military protocol still applied.

“Holy hell,” Duck said, laughing into Jackson’s shoulder. “They really did it. They really dragged you back.”

Jackson returned the hug, clapping Duck on the back. “Good to see you too.”

Lariat hung back a step, arms crossed, a grin tugging at his mouth. “Told you the rumors were true.”

Duck released Jackson and stepped back, eyes scanning him critically. “You look like hell.”

Jackson sighed. “Artman already said that.”

Duck nodded. “Then it’s official.”

Lariat stepped forward and shook Jackson’s hand firmly. “Welcome back, sir.”

Jackson raised an eyebrow. “You don’t get to call me sir yet.”

Lariat’s grin widened. “Worth a try.”

Duck leaned in, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “So. You here to save us, or just supervise our inevitable deaths?”

Jackson glanced between them, the familiar cadence of old banter settling something deep in his chest. “Let’s aim for survival first.”

Duck laughed. “I like him already.”

Robin appeared behind Jackson, arms folded, watching the reunion with open interest. “You must be Duck and Lariat.”

Duck straightened instantly. “Guilty.”

Robin tilted her head. “You two flew academy with him, didn’t you?”

Lariat nodded. “Same class. Same bad habits.”

Duck smirked. “He taught us most of them.”

Jackson rolled his eyes. “That is a lie.”

Duck pointed at him. “You absolutely showed me how to bypass a safety limiter.”

“In a simulator,” Jackson corrected.

“Still illegal.”

Robin smiled to herself. “I’m going to enjoy this.”
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The briefing room filled quickly.

Pilots filtered in first, flight jackets slung over shoulders, helmets tucked under arms. Engineers followed, then med staff, then a handful of officers whose faces Jackson didn’t yet know.

He stood at the head of the table as Brusher activated the central display.

“This is Colonel Alan Jackson,” Brusher announced. “He’ll be assuming command effective immediately.”

A few murmurs rippled through the room.

Jackson raised a hand. “At ease. I won’t make you repeat that every time.”

That earned a few chuckles.

Brusher stepped aside. “Sir.”

Jackson surveyed the room—not with authority, but with assessment. Faces young and old. Confidence and fatigue in equal measure.

“I won’t insult you by pretending this is anything other than what it is,” Jackson said. “The war’s not going well. If it were, I wouldn’t be standing here.”

The room quieted.

“The Robinson has been holding a difficult sector with limited resources,” he continued. “That tells me two things. One—you know how to fight. Two—you know how to survive.”

He let that settle.

“My job isn’t to turn you into something you’re not,” Jackson said. “It’s to keep you alive long enough to make the enemy regret underestimating you.”

Duck grinned. Lariat nodded.

Robin leaned against the wall, watching Jackson with a thoughtful expression.

Brusher brought up the tactical display. “Current operational zone is the outer edge of  Sector 1914. Increased Ophidian activity over the last three weeks.”

Jackson’s gaze hardened slightly at the word.

“Ophidians favor hit-and-run tactics,” Brusher continued. “They probe, withdraw, then return stronger.”

Jackson nodded. “Then our first priority is reconnaissance. Learn their patterns. Learn their weaknesses.”

He looked around the room. “Which means we fly.”

That got their attention.

“First sortie goes out in six hours,” Jackson said. “Shakedown run. Nothing fancy. I want to see how you operate under light pressure.”

He glanced toward Duck and Lariat. “You two—lead elements.”

Duck blinked. “Us?”

Jackson smirked faintly. “Unless you’ve forgotten how.”

Lariat straightened. “No, sir.”

Jackson’s eyes flicked briefly toward Lucille Bernadette, seated farther down the table, posture composed, expression unreadable. She met his gaze calmly, offering a polite nod.

Something about her felt... precise.

He filed the thought away.

“Dismissed,” Jackson said. “Get some rest. Prep your birds. We move soon.”

The room broke into motion, voices rising, energy shifting from tension to purpose.

As the crew filtered out, Duck clapped Jackson on the shoulder. “Good speech.”

Jackson sighed. “I hate speeches.”

Duck grinned. “Yeah. You were always better in the cockpit.”

Jackson watched him go, then turned toward the viewport at the far end of the room.

Beyond it, space stretched endless and indifferent.

Somewhere out there was the enemy.

Somewhere out there was the Romero.

And in six hours, the Robinson would launch into it all.

Jackson squared his shoulders.

War didn’t wait.
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CHAPTER 2:

The Robinson 


[image: ]


The Robinson never truly slept.

Jackson noticed it first in the corridors—how there was always a low vibration underfoot, a faint hum that never quite faded. Even during downtime, systems cycled, diagnostics ran, and the ship breathed in its own mechanical way.

It reminded him uncomfortably of the old carriers.

You learned to sleep around the noise or not at all.

He moved through the mid-decks without escort, hands clasped behind his back, letting the crew see him without ceremony. Some glanced up, some nodded, some pretended not to notice. All of it told him something.

They were watching.

Good.

In the mess hall, the smell of recycled coffee and something that vaguely resembled eggs hung in the air. Pilots clustered at tables, flight jackets half-zipped, conversations overlapping in the easy shorthand of people who trusted one another.

Duck spotted Jackson first.

He froze mid-sip, eyes widening.

“Uh-oh,” he muttered.

Lariat followed his gaze. “What?”

Duck set his mug down slowly. “Colonel’s loose.”

Jackson stopped near their table. “Relax. I’m off duty.”

Duck blinked. “You’re... what?”

“Off duty,” Jackson repeated. “Which means you can stop sitting like that.”

Duck slouched instantly. “Thank God.”

Lariat smirked. “Told you he wasn’t going to start barking orders.”

“Yet.” Jackson gestured to the empty chair. “Mind?”

Duck kicked it out with his boot. “Please. We were just discussing whether the eggs are legally allowed to be called eggs.”

Jackson sat. “And?”

Lariat grimaced. “Jury’s still out.”

Duck leaned forward, lowering his voice. “So. First impressions?”

Jackson glanced around the room—at the easy laughter, the worn edges, the way everyone seemed just a little too alert for people supposedly at rest.

“You’ve built something solid here,” he said. “That doesn’t happen by accident.”

Duck smiled, just a little. “We try.”

Across the room, Jackson noticed a pilot he hadn’t met yet—Lucille Bernadette—sitting alone, posture straight, movements precise as she ate. She wasn’t isolated exactly. Just... separate.

She looked up, met his gaze briefly, and nodded politely before returning to her meal.

Jackson filed it away.
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Engineering announced itself before Jackson reached it.

The air grew warmer, the hum beneath his boots deepening into something closer to a growl. The corridor opened into a wide, multi-tiered space packed with consoles, exposed conduits, and the constant flicker of diagnostic light. This was the heart of the Robinson—not elegant, not quiet, but undeniably alive.

Two voices dominated the noise.

“I’m telling you, it’s not the coupling,” one said, sharp and precise. “It’s the feedback loop.”

“That loop only spikes when the coupling’s off,” another replied, rougher, louder. “Which means—”

“—which means you’re assuming correlation equals causation,” the first snapped back.

Jackson slowed, watching.

Nicholas Walken stood at the primary console, tall and lean, fingers flying across a holographic schematic with surgical focus. He didn’t raise his voice, didn’t gesture wildly—he didn’t need to. Every movement was deliberate, economical.

Opposite him, Albert “Double A” Artman was half-leaning against an open panel, arms crossed, grease already streaking one sleeve.

“Say that again,” Artman said. “Slower.”

Walken didn’t look up. “The coupling is compensating for a problem it didn’t cause.”

Artman grunted. “So you’re saying the ship’s lying to me.”

“I’m saying,” Walken replied calmly, “that the ship is trying not to tear itself apart.”

Artman considered that. “Huh.”

Jackson cleared his throat.

Both engineers looked up at the same time.

Artman smacked his head on the panel, and swore loudly.

“Son of—Jackson!”

Jackson winced. “Sorry.”

“No you’re not,” Artman said, sliding out and wiping his hands. “You never are.”

Walken’s brow furrowed slightly—not confused, just assessing. “That’s him.”

Jackson stepped closer. “I take it you’re Walken.”

Walken nodded once. “Nicholas Walken. Chief Engineer.”

Artman snorted. “He says that like I’m not standing right here.”

Walken didn’t miss a beat. “You’re standing here because I told you to stop hitting the panel.”

Artman shrugged. “It responds to intimidation.”

Jackson smiled faintly. “Good to meet you, Walken.”

Walken studied him for a moment longer, then nodded again. “You have a reputation.”

Jackson raised an eyebrow. “Good or bad?”

“Yes,” Walken replied.

Artman laughed loudly. “You’re gonna like him.”

Jackson glanced around the space. “Status?”

Walken gestured to the schematic. “The Robinson’s running hot. Nothing dangerous yet, but sustained combat maneuvers will stress her more than command probably realizes.”

Artman added, “She’ll fight. She just won’t like it.”

Jackson nodded. “Story of my career.”

A third voice cut in from behind them.

“She’s temperamental, not fragile.”

R.R. Jacobs stood near a secondary console, arms folded, expression unreadable. She hadn’t been part of the argument—but she’d been listening.

“R.R.,” Walken said evenly. “We were just explaining that to the Colonel.”

Jackson turned slightly. “Rae.”

Her eyes flicked to him—just briefly—then back to the console. “Alan.”

The boundary was clear. Intentional.

Jackson didn’t push it.

Walken glanced between them, then back to his display. “Engineering will have her ready for whatever you need, sir. Just don’t expect miracles.”

Jackson met his gaze. “I don’t. I expect honesty.”

Walken nodded. “Then we’ll get along.”

Artman clapped his hands together. “See? Everybody’s happy.”

Rae snorted quietly. “That’s not what that means.”

Artman grinned. “Close enough.”

Jackson let the moment settle. “I won’t get in your way. Just wanted to see the heart of the ship.”

Walken inclined his head. “She appreciates the visit.”

Artman added, “And if she doesn’t, I’ll yell at her for you.”

Jackson turned to leave, then paused.

“Walken,” he said. “Good work.”

Walken looked up, surprised—just for a fraction of a second. “Thank you, sir.”

Jackson nodded once and continued out.

Behind him, Artman leaned toward Walken. “Told you he was trouble.”

Walken allowed himself the smallest smile. “Yes,” he said. “I can see that.”
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Jackson found Robin near the observation blister, leaning against the glass, datapad in hand.

“You’re making the rounds,” she said without looking up.

“Trying to learn the ship,” Jackson replied.

Robin smiled. “She’ll teach you. Eventually.”

He stopped beside her, watching distant stars slide past. “Crew seems capable.”

“They are,” Robin said. “Which is why they’re still alive.”

Jackson glanced at her. “You don’t sound surprised.”

“I’m not,” Robin replied. “But I am... cautious.”

Jackson nodded. “Good.”

She looked at him sideways. “You’re quieter than I expected.”

He considered that. “Give it time.”

Robin chuckled softly. “I was hoping you’d say that.”
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The Robinson felt less like a ship he’d been assigned to and more like one he’d inherited.

That was never a comfortable feeling.

He took the longer route back toward the mid-decks, letting the ship reveal itself in pieces—maintenance crews swapping out panels, pilots drifting between compartments with helmets tucked under their arms, quiet conversations that paused just long enough to acknowledge him before resuming.

Respect, not fear.

That mattered.

Near the flight prep corridor, Duck and Lariat were sprawled against the bulkhead, flight jackets unzipped, voices low.

“You’re telling me you didn’t see it?” Duck said.

“I’m telling you,” Lariat replied patiently, “that if you’re seeing things in preflight, you should talk to medical.”

Duck scoffed. “It wasn’t seeing things. It
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