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Alliance Fleet Flagship:

Fleet Commander N’kanu stood in front of the holographic tactical display and looked it over carefully. The Second Alliance Fleet of six carriers had just dropped out of hyper-space in the outer areas of the target star system that the Council had designated as Omega2. It was once again a system being used as a staging area for the build up of Tyrell super-ships in preparation for the pending attack on another Alliance member race. He carefully scrutinized the status of the other five carriers, each one being operated by a different race. The communication difficulties resulting from the less than perfect translation matrices were annoying, as was the sloppiness in ship handling of several of the carrier Commanding Officers! N’kanu was determined to show the arrogant humans that alien crews and officers could handle their carriers as professionally and efficiently as they did, if not better, not that one would know it from looking at the Fleet’s current formation. The haphazard formation wasn’t the only reason he was unhappy with the situation. The humans were right about one thing. These kinds of reactionary raids were not going to win the war. The Alliance wasn’t big enough or strong enough to really stop the Tyrell dead in their tracks just yet, and if it had been up to him, he would have deferred action until there were at least twice as many carriers, but the fear among the political leadership of the Alliance races had caused the Council to ignore his recommendation. Their response had been painfully simple. Either accept the mission and command of 2AF or someone else less qualified would be given the task, and that was something he couldn’t allow. He would never be able to forgive himself if someone else took command and ended up losing the battle with horrendous losses. No, he would command this mission, and he would conduct it very carefully. Now that the Fleet was in this system, he had to decide how to proceed next, and that was not going to be an easy decision.

According to the humans who, to the surprise of all the other Alliance members, continued to deploy their reconnaissance ships and pass on that information to the Alliance, there were five super-ships already in orbit around the second planet. Based on past actions, the Tyrell fleet needed one more super-ship to bring it up to the standard strength, and in order to arrive at their intended target system on the specified date, that fleet would leave orbit in 11 days. But knowing there were five super-ships somewhere in orbit around that planet was not the same as having precise data on their orbital altitude and path, or on what kind of formation, if any, they were in. He needed that information, and the only way to get it was to send at least one corvette in closer than the extreme detection range of 10 light-seconds. The big question that no one could answer right now was how close was too close? If his people could get some idea of how good the new Tyrell detection system was, it would not only give credibility to his reputation among the other races of the Alliance but it would also show the arrogant humans that one of their Alliance partners had managed to accomplish something they could not. To get the information, though, a corvette would have to be sacrificed. The plan was simple in concept. One corvette would be programmed to make a high-speed pass of the planet under auto-pilot, which would gradually bring it to within two light-seconds. At some point, the Tyrell would detect it and begin firing on it. The corvette would continue to send a continuous FTL signal to the fleet. When the signal stopped, he would know that the drone corvette had been destroyed, and knowing when it was destroyed would also reveal how close it was when it was destroyed. Once he had a good idea of the extent of the enemy’s detection range, he would then send in his squadrons, first to a point that was beyond the new detection range, and if that happened to be less than 10 light-seconds, his squadrons would then be able to pin down the enemy ships’ positions exactly. If that new range was more than 10 light-seconds, they would jump close enough to use their active micro-wave scanning to pinpoint the targets and then fire at them. That would be risky if the Tyrell reacted quickly, but there was no other way around it.

N’kanu chuckled as he imagined what the human fleet officers would say about his plan. He was certain that they would moan about giving up the element of surprise by letting his scouting corvette be detected, but with 58 corvettes at his disposal versus five super-ships, he was not worried about losing the element of surprise. This time the Alliance had overwhelming numerical superiority! But before he ordered his squadrons to begin the attack, he had to decide where his six carriers would be. Launching the squadrons from out on the system edge would require them to jump deeper into the system and after completing their pass, jump back again. And the difficulty in jumping back close to the Fleet would be high. Micro-jumps of that distance almost always involved enough inaccuracy that the jumping ship could easily end up half a light-second from the Fleet. And since the Fleet would be operating without any kind of radar emissions to home in on, the returning corvettes might well have a lot of difficulty finding their way back to the carrier. So the Fleet had to jump closer. How close would the launch point be? That really was the key question.

The humans wanted the Alliance to assume that the improved Tyrell detection system could detect a carrier’s mass at twice the standard distance of 10 light-seconds. He was willing to bet that was an over-estimation, but under the circumstances, a prudent one. With the sensor drones that the Tyrell were known to use, that range could easily be extended to two and perhaps even three times for a total detection zone around the Tyrell fleet of 60 light-seconds or 18 million of the human kilometers. A corvette travelling at 65% of light speed could cover that entire distance in just over 90 seconds, but by the time the Tyrell reacted and began to fire, the corvette would be much closer, and estimating the new detection range would end up being another guess. Therefore the corvette had to approach the planet on a flyby trajectory at a much slower velocity. If the drone corvette travelled at only 5% of light speed, it would take almost 10 minutes to cover that distance, even longer if it took a dogleg course that would not give away the Fleet’s bearing. Once the drone corvette was destroyed and the new detection range estimated, his attack squadrons would commence the attack. Then his next decision would be to keep the carriers at the launch point, which would require the squadrons to jump further away before turning around and jumping back, or to jump the carriers to the other side of the target beyond detection range and have the squadrons jump directly there after their attack. The second option would take less time, but it carried the risk that the Tyrell might be able to determine a jump vector from tracking the corvettes as they lined up for their jump; the enemy might be able to send super-ships sniffing in that direction if they had any left that were still operational after the attack. N’kanu decided to keep his carriers at the launch point. Why make the plan more complicated than it needed to be? It wasn’t long before the fleet jumped to the 60 light-second range and launched the drone corvette, followed by all six squadrons that would wait for the attack order.

Tyrell fleet Flagship

Fleet Master Boroaq just happened to be on the Flag Bridge when the sensor technician gave a shout.

“Ship detected! Size is small, possibly one of the enemy attack ships! Range is 2.4 light cyclets! Speed is...very slow, Fleet Master, just one twentieth of light!”

“Show me the trajectory quickly,” snapped Boroaq. The main display formed a tactical image of the planet they were orbiting and the surrounding space for 89 light cyclets. Boroaq frowned as he evaluated the enemy ship’s apparent trajectory. It would miss the fleet and planet by half a light cyclet at its closest point. Why would the enemy send in only one of their attack ships like this and at such a slow speed?

“We have a good targeting fix, Fleet Master!” shouted the Fleet Weapons Master who was clearly already beginning to feel his battle lust. “Shall I order our turrets to commence firing?”

“NO!” Boroag shouted to make sure the Weapons Master heard what he was supposed to hear and not what he hoped to hear. “Calm yourself, W.M. This may well be a feint or perhaps some type of reconnaissance, although sending a crew to an almost certain death would be...” He left the sentence unfinished as an intriguing possibility entered his mind. Could it be? At that slow speed, his weapons turrets would be sure to hit it quickly. The enemy must know that. If they were sacrificing a crew, there must be a reason. If that ship was transmitting back to its mothership, they would know when it was destroyed. He let out a satisfied grunt to emphasize the sudden realization. Those clever aliens were trying to pin down how good the new detection system was by dangling a sacrificial animal in front of his fleet. And now that he was certain that was what they were trying to do, it occurred to him that the sacrificial ship might not have any crew aboard at all. Oh, these aliens were devious! A worthy foe indeed.

“We will wait until the ship has reached the point where it would have been detected under the old system, then wait two, no...three more cyclets before firing on it. No sooner, Weapons Master! Are my orders clear?”

“Your orders are clear and will be obeyed, Fleet Master,” said the now much calmer Weapons Master.

“Good! Now while we’re waiting, show me where our sensor drones are within 20 light cyclets of the enemy ship.” The image shifted and after a few cyclets had passed, Boroaq turned to his W.M. and said, “I want those drones to accelerate to maximum speed along a trajectory that is parallel to the direction the enemy ship came from. Adjust our remaining drones to cover the resulting gap in sensor coverage. Send the Fleet to Alert Stations.” Boroaq was amused by the surprised expression of his W.M. Alert Stations was the name given for a simulated battle drill. It was never used when a real enemy was in sight because the crews, knowing that it was just a drill, would not feel the surge of battle lust. That was exactly what Boroaq wanted right now, crews at their battle stations, but not whipping themselves up into a battle frenzy. He wondered which would happen first, the destruction of the sacrificial ship or the detection of its mothership.

After almost 100 cyclets, the display sounded the ‘change of status’ alarm and zoomed in to the detection radius of one of the searching drones. A green icon appeared at extreme detection range, and that had to mean that the detected ship was very large. He now knew where one, NO...SIX enemy motherships were! He felt his own battle lust start to rise, and he welcomed it!

“We have detected them! NOW WE GO TO BATTLE STATIONS!”

Alliance Fleet Flagship:

N’kanu was puzzled and felt a nagging suspicion that his plan was failing. The drone corvette was almost to the point where the Tyrell would detect it using their old system, and it was still undamaged. Were the Tyrell blind? Were their detection crews not paying attention to their equipment? Had they detected it and were holding back their fire? If so, why would they hesitate? Just as the answer dawned on him, the main display flashed and he heard the sound that indicated a major status change. One of his carriers’ icon was flashing red!

“Corvette Blue Three reports that the Metrone carrier appears to have been hit by an enemy KE shell!” The Tactical Officer’s voice was loud but calm. 

N’kanu shook his head. How could that possibly be? “

Sorgil carrier also hit!” said the T.O. 

They’ve got our position pinpointed! I have to do something quickly! “Open channel to the Fleet! FC to all carriers!. You are ordered to scatter and jump away immediately! We’ll rendezvous at the emergency rally point! FC to all squadrons! Jump immediately to attack range, and attack enemy fleet! Rendezvous at the emergency rally point after!” 

No sooner had he finished giving those orders than the deck under his feet shifted suddenly, and he fell down. He knew immediately that his carrier had been hit. Her commanding officer had the scatter order and would obey it if that was still possible. When precious seconds passed and no jump occurred, he suspected that his carrier was unable to jump away. When he was standing again, he checked the display and was surprised to see it that it was still showing the current tactical situation. Two carriers had jumped away. Four, including his own, were still near the launch point, and three of the four were trying to evade by accelerating to maximum speed. He checked the sidebar for his carrier’s status. Jump drive was damaged, inertia drive still operational. His stomach lurched just enough to push a small amount of acidic bile into his mouth: the bitter taste of defeat indeed. His carrier was doomed unless his attack squadrons could destroy or cripple all five enemy super-ships. He looked down at one of the indicators on his Command Station console and groaned. The self-destruct system was also non-operational. A shiver of fear went down his spine at the thought that his carrier might be captured. He would have to make sure that critical data was wiped from the computers before that happened. Maybe he and the other flag officers of the Alliance had been too quick to judge the humans’ results. These Tyrell were clearly formidable foes!

Tyrell Fleet flagship, three days later:

Boroaq hissed at the sudden surge of pain from his wounds. He was lucky to be alive, but his left arm was now useless. It would have to be amputated soon, and that meant that his military career was over. But at least he ended it with a major victory! Yes, two enemy motherships had gotten away, and three more destroyed themselves to prevent capture, but one had not, and it had been captured. Too bad all the crew had killed themselves rather than be captured alive, and so far the alien computers had not revealed their secrets, but his technical staff were still working on that. He grinned as he remembered the course of the battle. That single uncrewed ship had escaped destruction, and it had eventually been captured too. When the attack by other small ships occurred, they had clearly expected his Fleet to still be orbiting this planet, but when the six motherships had been detected, he had ordered his Fleet to boost out of orbit in pursuit while continuing to fire on them. The attacking smaller ships had arrived in close proximity to the planet and found no Ships-of-Battle within firing range. Instead, they were able to see his five ships moving towards their carriers at 60% of light speed and had jumped after his ships to within attack range. But the six groups of smaller ships were badly co-ordinated, and therefore hadn’t arrived at the same time. And when they did jump into attack range behind his Fleet, they didn’t fire immediately. Perhaps they needed time to aim their ships’ spinal weapon, but that delay gave his ships time to shift their KE fire to the threat to the Fleet’s rear, and most of the smaller ships were destroyed before they could fire. The enemy’s losses had been great. A few of the smaller ships had jumped away rather than be destroyed, but two of his ships had suffered crippling damage, and the remaining three had suffered some damage too. All in all, it had been a glorious and extremely satisfying battle in spite of his wounds. High Command had been pleased when they heard the results. Why they were sending that disgraced former Fleet Master Torq out here to inspect the captured carrier, he had no idea, but he had been ordered to give this Torq his co-operation and respect. The pain got worse, and Boroaq hissed again. Maybe he should let the Medical Master have his way and cut the damned thing off now. He bellowed for the Medical Master’s presence.

Eight days later:

Torq looked through his spacesuit’s visor at the interior of the captured mothership one more time before re-entering his shuttle for the trip back to the Fleet flagship. He would have a long report to write and send back to High Command, but he already knew what one of his recommendations would be. The Empire needed ships like this to carry the new small craft from system to system. Garrisoning every useful star system with hundreds of the craft would take far too long. If the Empire could deploy a fleet of motherships, they could be moved to wherever they were needed quickly. With this captured mothership and the captured attack craft in hand, he was certain that he could convince High Command to authorize the building of Tyrell motherships. The only bad news was that it was now clear that the alien computers had been scrubbed clean of any data that might be potentially useful to his people before the ship was captured. So the Tyrell still didn’t know who these aliens were or where they came from, but that knowledge would be gained eventually. He was sure of that, and he was also sure that he would be given a command again, perhaps of one or more of the new carriers. The Wheel of Life was once again turning in his favor. 

Earth, EAF Headquarters:

Mirakova told her computer to close down the video channel now that her conversation with Representative Foxworthy was over. He had been a lot more civil ever since the Alliance had grudgingly agreed to re-instate humans as full, voting members after the disaster at Omega2. She had to give Foxworthy his credit. An asshole he definitely was, but he had played his cards masterfully. Not only did humans get to vote in the Council again, but they also got the Council to agree that the EAF would NOT be subordinate to the Council’s existing military chain of command. Instead, the EAF would have the flexibility to operate separately if it chose to, and if it engaged in combined operations with Alliance forces, a human officer would be in sole command. That was the good news. The not so good news, which she had not told him, was that decoded Tyrell transmissions from Omega2 had revealed the fact that one of N’kanu’s carriers had been captured, though thankfully not any of the crew, and apparently efforts to download data from the computers aboard that carrier had failed. The Alliance had lucked out on that one. She shuddered to think of the havoc that could ensue if the Tyrell had figured out which star systems the Alliance was composed from. God, if the Tyrell knew that humans were part of the Alliance in some way, they might not wait until their pre-determined attack date, which was now less than eight years away. That still seemed like a long time, but a lot could happen in eight years. She snorted. Hell, a lot WOULD happen in the next eight years. If the Tyrell were still around in eight years time, then the whole Alliance project would have failed. They couldn’t afford to wait that long. The Tyrell had to be stopped in their tracks and damn soon! If she had to bet on how the Tyrell would be defeated, she would put her money on Eagleton’s stinger concept. The projections had been clear. With the same amount of resources as were needed to build one corvette, the EAF could build a whole squadron of stingers, and once the mass production line got going, they could do that in a lot less time too. The new designs for the larger carriers were already being redesigned to accommodate stingers. Mirakova could hardly wait, and she knew that Cate Harrow and Gort Eagleton would be impatient to see those ships operational too. But the stingers were still a ways away from having even one squadron operational, and the EAF was still in the middle of replacing its losses. This lull in the war would end eventually, and then the EAF, in conjunction with the Alliance forces, would take the initiative away from the Tyrell.

As she left HQ later that day and stepped out into the open, she heard thunder in the distance. There was a storm coming, and she noticed that particular smell that was always present before a thunderstorm. She felt the refreshing breeze on her face and smiled. This war was like a thunderstorm too. The Tyrell had started a thunder in the heavens with their desire for battle. Yeah, we heard your thunder. Pretty soon you’ll be hearing ours! With a laugh, she stepped over and into the limo that was waiting to take her home.
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Senior Fleet Admiral Mirakova sighed as she left the outer office of her civilian boss. She had just received orders that she strongly disagreed with and had argued against. But her boss had received his instructions from the politicians who clearly thought they knew how to fight an interstellar war better than she did, and he had passed those instructions on to her. Intercepted and decoded transmissions had confirmed that the Tyrell were now building their own carrier designed to carry their small system-defense craft, and Earth’s civilian leadership wanted the EAF to raid the system where that carrier was being built and destroy it. The fact that the system in question was the Tyrell home system, which now had anywhere from 40 to 80 of those same system-defense craft, was a detail that the politicians shrugged off. Except this detail mattered, and it mattered a hell of a lot! The EAF’s answer to those small Tyrell craft, the Stinger, was still a few weeks away from testing in the prototype stage. It would be months before an operational squadron could be fielded. That meant that any raid on Zulu3, as the Tyrell home system was known, would be by Mark 2 corvettes. They hadn’t fared very well in the last battle at Omega2, and that battle hadn’t included those small Tyrell craft of which the EAF knew absolutely nothing. And attacking Zulu3 again now could well make the Tyrell wonder if it was just a coincidence that after a long interval of neglect, their home system was getting yet more attention at the same time work had started on their first carrier. The ability to decode the Tyrell’s FTL transmissions was a huge advantage that had to be managed carefully in order not to arouse suspicions that could result in them switching to a new and probably more complex code.

So Zulu3 would have to be raided again, but when, in what strength and under whose leadership were questions that she had the responsibility and right to answer. The heavy carrier Waterloo, the first of her kind, was undergoing acceptance trials. It could be operational in a matter of weeks if Mirakova was prepared to defer further modifications required to accommodate stinger craft. Her four light carriers, Kursk, Saratoga, Ranger and Bismark Sea were all repaired and in the process of training their replacement corvette crews. The one new development that might make a huge difference between the upcoming raid on Zulu3 and the disaster at Omega2 was the their ability to deploy their own recon drones. LeClair and Harrow were already testing tactical concepts for recon drones in the simulators. She would take a close look at how those two were doing with the simulations and then decide who would command the raid.

Six days later:

Harrow entered Mirakova’s inner office and was surprised to see that Admiral LeClair was also present. Mirakova gestured for her to sit down in the vacant chair next to him, and waited until she was seated before speaking.

“I know that rumors have been going around HQ that the EAF is going to conduct another raid on Zulu3. Usually the rumors are wrong, but in this case, they’re right. Our political masters have decided that since Zulu3 is building the first Tyrell carrier, it deserves to be raided and that carrier destroyed.” She paused to watch Harrow’s and LeClair’s reaction. She was surprised to see from his frown that LeClair appeared to understand almost immediately the risk this kind of raid would pose to continued decryption of enemy transmissions.  Harrow’s poker-face suggested she hadn’t figured it out yet.

“I’ll be frank with you two, and I don’t want this repeated outside this room. I have serious misgivings about the timing and nature of this raid. It’s been months since our first and so far only raid on Zulu3. The results were less than expected, in spite of your flawless tactical decisions, Cate, and the Tyrell have gained more experience since then in defending against our corvettes. If it were up to me, I’d wait until we could field at least a couple of stinger squadrons. But I don’t have the flexibility to wait that long, so we’re going to go in with corvette squadrons plus the few dozen recon drones we’ll have by the time this mission kicks off. All five carriers will be involved and will form Third Fleet.” She turned to look LeClair squarely in the eye. “You will be Fleet Commander, Admiral LeClair. Cate will be your deputy FC as well as the Leader of Task Force 3.2 composed of Kursk and Ranger. The other three carriers will form TF3.1. I’m not going to tell either of you how to conduct this raid; however, I do have some specific orders. This raid will NOT be a repeat of the disaster at Omega2. Bringing all five carriers back is the number one priority. Destroying the enemy carrier is number two. If we can accomplish its destruction without losing any of our carriers, I’ll consider that a bonus. Unlike our political masters, I don’t feel that destroying that first enemy carrier as soon as is humanly possible should have a high priority. Even if we do destroy it, we have to assume that they’ll just start building another one. I’d much prefer to ambush that first carrier in open space with our stinger squadrons. So, here is my first specific mission order. Do not, under any circumstances, bring any carrier closer than 300 light seconds of Zulu3-C or any other fixed enemy position. Carriers are to avoid capture at all costs, including jumping away if attacked and, if unable to do so, then by self-destruction. Your corvette squadrons have to be considered expendable if your carriers are at risk of imminent danger.” She paused when she saw Cate wince at that last sentence. “My second order is one that you’re not going to like, but it’s necessary in my opinion. If the enemy is building more than one ship and you somehow determine which shipyard contains the carrier, you are to structure the attack in such a way that it appears to the enemy that the carrier is not our primary target. I know that will likely put corvette crews at greater risk, but we can’t give the Tyrell any reason to suspect that their communications have been compromised, and focusing on the carrier in an obvious way might do exactly that. One final order. If you, Admiral LeClair, feel that the defenses around the carrier are strong enough that you might lose a significant portion of your squadrons, then you have the flexibility of calling off this raid.” Both Harrow and LeClair looked surprised. Mirakova nodded. “Yes, I understand your reactions, and yes, the politicians won’t be happy if the raid is called off and the enemy carrier is left intact, and yes, there may even be adverse impacts on your careers, but we cannot afford to lose carriers by pushing aggressively in a mission that right now has limited strategic value. If you call off the raid, I’ll support your decision and try to protect you from the political fallout as best I can. I’m sure you have questions, so now’s the time to ask them.”

LeClair and Harrow looked at each before LeClair turned back to Mirakova. “What data do we have from our reconnaissance of Zulu3?”

“No as much as we’d like,” replied Mirakova in a regretful tone. “As you both know, I’ve ordered recon ships to stay well beyond the old 10 light-second scanning range to avoid being detected by enemy sensor drones, so we have no hard sensor data to confirm whether the carrier is being built in orbit around Zulu3-C or somewhere else. Nor do we know for sure how many super-ships they’ll have there. Decrypted transmissions suggest there should be at least eight super-ships, with the possibility of as many as another six. Ever since our first raid, the Tyrell kept larger numbers of super-ships in that system, but the number has varied over time, and they don’t always send FTL messages announcing arrivals or departures. Next question.”

“How many recon drones will Third Fleet have?” asked LeClair.

“Thirty-six RD1s and six RD2s will be ready by the time this mission kicks off. How you allocate them among your carriers is up to you, Admiral.” 

Harrow and LeClair exchanged looks again. Harrow was willing to bet that LeClair would want his flagship, Waterloo, to carry all of the recon drones, but she would try to convince him that each carrier should have at least six of the smaller RD1s that did not have jump capability and at least one of the larger but more flexible RD2s that could micro-jump within a star system.

“How soon is the kick off?” asked Harrow.

“As soon as Waterloo’s second corvette squadron finishes their work up to the minimum level of operational readiness, which I expect would be roughly two to three weeks from now.”

LeClair couldn’t help showing his disapproval of that answer. “My flagship won’t have all four squadrons?”

Mirakova shook her head. “That would take too long, Jack. Our corvette losses have created a serious shortfall of not only corvettes but also trained corvette crews. The ships and crews that would have made up your third and fourth squadrons were needed to replace loses from the light carrier squadrons.” 

LeClair gave Harrow a quick look that almost seemed to say, ‘It’s your fault’. She managed to keep her expression neutral as he spoke. “I don’t like this, Admiral. Waterloo’s offensive punch is its squadrons. What’s the point of having a heavy carrier if it’s not allowed to exploit its singular advantage? With eight squadrons, Third Fleet would be able to blast its way through whatever defenses the enemy has at Zulu3-C.”

Harrow watched Mirakova’s expression carefully to gauge her reaction to that statement. To Harrow’s way of thinking, it sounded far too bull-headed for her liking. Mirakova waited a few seconds before responding. “While I applaud your enthusiasm for taking the fight to the enemy, Jack, I would hope that your tactical plan will not rely solely on brute force. When I said the corvette squadrons were expendable, I did not mean to suggest that they’re throw-away assets. Let’s try to bring as many of them back as you can, okay Jack?” 

Harrow actually held her breath. That was as close to a reprimand in front of a junior officer as she had ever heard. Mirakova had to be really annoyed to be straddling the line that says officers do not chew out other officers in front of those of lower rank. To her surprise, LeClair reacted as if he wasn’t aware of what Mirakova had just done.

“I intend to do exactly that, and having eight squadrons instead of six will make it more likely that corvette losses will be low, Admiral.”

Harrow could feel the tension in the room ratchet up a notch. As the Admirals stared at each other, she had an idea that was tantalizing in its potential. She cleared her throat and both admirals looked at her.

“I have an idea that might resolve this issue. Suppose I take Ranger and Kursk with all the recon drones on a careful recon mission of Zulu3-C. The rest of Third Fleet will wait here. By the time TF3.2 returns, a seventh squadron will be almost ready. You won’t have eight,” she said looking at LeClair, “but you’ll have more than six, and you’ll also have precise targeting data. That has to count for something.” She wasn’t sure if it was only her imagination, but the tension level seemed to have eased a bit.

“I’d be willing to go along with that,” said LeClair.

Mirakova shifted her gaze from LeClair to Harrow and back to LeClair before responding. “I may be able to convince the civilian leadership that the targeting data and the extra squadron is worth the delay. Until we know how they’ll react, there’s no point in discussing this further right now. This meeting is adjourned.”

LeClair wasted no time in leaving Mirakova’s office. Before Harrow could leave the room, Mirakova said, “Hold on a minute, Commander.” As Harrow waited, Mirakova came out from around her desk and moved over to her. “How confident are you that you can get the recon drones close enough to get that precise level of targeting data?”

Harrow hesitated. Should she tell the CEO what she was really planning? If Mirakova didn’t like the idea, then she might quash the whole recon mission idea too, and Third Fleet might end up going in cold with six squadrons and the likelihood that LeClair’s brute force approach would generate horrendous corvette losses. Better to play it safe and keep her cards close to her chest.

“Very confident, Admiral, especially if I can use all six RD2s.”

Mirakova wondered why Harrow had hesitated if she was that certain. “Just in case we get approval for the recon, I want it clearly understood that my orders about minimum distance and carrier priority applies to the recon mission too.”

Harrow nodded. “That’s clearly understood, Admiral.” The CEO seemed satisfied with that answer and Harrow left.

Three days later, word came down that the compromise solution was approved. Harrow decided that each of her two carriers would carry three RD2s and eighteen RD1s, which left no docking bays available for any corvettes. She requested, and to her surprise got permission, to bring Eagleton along as a tactical advisor, even though he had no corvettes to command. She told him the news over lunch that day.

“That’s great news, Cate. It’ll be fun standing beside your command chair and watching as you con a bunch of recon drones that can’t shoot back at the enemy.” He said it so casually that Harrow wasn’t sure if he was serious or sarcastic.

“Actually, we won’t be on the same ship.” She suppressed a laugh at his surprised expression and continued before he could say anything. “Both of us on the same ship is asking for a disaster that would leave the other carrier on its own, and while Ranger’s CO is okay as a ship jockey, I don’t know how good he would be as a Task Force Leader. So I’ll be on Kursk and you’ll be on Ranger with a field promotion to Acting Deputy Task Force Leader. If something happens to me or to Kursk, you take over, got it?”

She could tell that Gort was now serious. “Yeah, I got it, but that means that both carriers will have to stay within communication range if you want to have the benefit of my advice.”

Harrow nodded. “I wasn’t planning to have it any other way. Both ships will stay within 1000 klicks of each other. That close enough for ya?”

Eagleton raised his eyebrows. “Ah, yeah, that’s plenty close enough. You do realize that at 0.65C, one ship can cover the distance in a tiny fraction of a second, right?”

Harrow smiled and waved his worry away. “If Ranger stays behind and off to one side of Kursk, the risk of a collision is small. I don’t want any com lag due to distance. Not if my plan is going to work. Wanna hear it?”

“Damn right I want to hear it,” said Eagleton with restrained enthusiasm. Harrow explained her plan and Eagleton shook his head in admiration.

“Son of a bitch, Cate, why hasn’t anyone else thought of that idea?”

“No one else has thought of it because it’s unlikely to work on a fast-moving target. The enemy shipyards are in orbit but still moving at a tiny fraction of light speed.”

Eagleton pondered that for a few seconds before responding. “That makes sense, but what about target accuracy? Jumping over hundreds of light seconds to the exact spot is going to be tricky.”

Harrow nodded. “That’s where the RD1s come into the picture. By sending all of them in on different angles, their mass detection data will collectively narrow down the precise target locations, and then we’ll fire the kill shots.”

“And if they still miss, then what?”

Harrow shrugged. “Then we return to base with exactly the kind of targeting data that we were sent there to get. But if I can pull this idea off....” She let the sentence dangle.

Eagleton nodded. “Then you’ll have redeemed yourself over the first Zulu3 mission. LeClair might not be happy to have the attack mission disappear out from under him, but I’ll bet you Mirakova will love it. And setting that precedent can open up a whole range of options for other missions against orbiting infrastructure. It’s a brilliant idea, Cate. It really is.” The rest of the lunch was spent discussing the progress on the stinger project. 

Eleven days later, Eagleton found himself standing beside the Command Station on Ranger’s Flag Bridge as TF3.2 dropped out of hyper-space into the Zulu3 star system. As the main display began to show the overall tactical situation, Eagleton nodded with satisfaction. Ranger had emerged at the outer edge of the system, and Kursk was undoubtedly somewhere nearby. Low-powered radar would soon locate her without the risk of tipping off the enemy. As soon as Kursk had been found and contact re-established, both ships moved into the tight formation that Harrow had decreed. Phase One was now complete. Phase Two involved picking a point that was 377 light seconds from Zulu3-C and jumping to it. Harrow had picked that unusual number in order to make it harder for the enemy to guess where TF3.2 might be if they had enough time to search for it. Astrogators from both ships worked together to come up with their recommended jump point, and Harrow approved it. When Eagleton saw where it was, he nodded. The orbiting shipyards would be circling Zulu3-C more or less over its equator. The recommended jump point was above the system’s ecliptic, which meant that they would be looking ‘down’ at the planet and therefore the shipyards would not be able to hide ‘behind’ the planet. Harrow and Eagleton held a brief video conference before the jump took place. 

The micro-jump itself was routine. Both ships had emerged further away from each other than Harrow wanted, and the first few minutes were spent getting back into formation. By then, all of the RD1s had been programmed.

Harrow’s face appeared on one of Eagleton’s Command Station screens. “Is Ranger ready, Gort?”

Eagleton took one more quick look at all the status displays and nodded. “We’re ready whenever you give the word, Task Force Leader.”

“The word is given,” said Harrow.

Eagleton turned to look at the screen showing Ranger’s Tactical Officer. “Deploy the drones, Lieutenant.” He then switched his main display from  a tactical view of the system as a whole to
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