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      There are some story ideas that are found organically then nestle into your grey matter like a seed that just won’t stop growing. This seed sprang into existence as I was talking to Dave, a friend of mine with a golden voice. The subject of projectile weapons in space came up, and we were talking about the few times science fiction explores the idea that that things will just keep going through space forever unless they run into something. Then I had a thought.

      What if there was a team who took responsibility for objects that were headed for civilized areas? What if there was a group of brave souls who would chase after a torpedo, or bullets, or the wreck of a ship that was fired thirty years ago and would strike an inhabited world that had no way of seeing it coming, for example? Then the concept of The Bullet Chasers came in, and it started growing like a weed.

      I’ve been known to turn a few ideas that were left to grow for too long into entire series of books, and I knew this idea of heroic bullet chasers wasn’t going away anytime soon. So, instead of letting it spread unchecked, I decided that I’d write it down. Then I’d tell the story in an action-packed, short seven chapter story that would be good on its own, but still link in with the Spinward Fringe Universe. There’s room, it would fit.

      As a side note, this came at a time when I was looking for ideas for short projects so I could expand the Spinward Fringe Universe in entertaining, less demanding ways. Out of a handful of concepts, this was the winner, while others will go onto the back burner.

      So, after determining a style of this Chaser story, writing out an outline so I wouldn’t get carried away, and deciding how it would connect to the Spinward Fringe series while providing a satisfying ending, I got to work. At first the reception was lukewarm on Patreon, where this was published at a rough pace of two chapters a week, but my early readers there got into it after chapter three, when I think they got a feel for the new characters.

      When I asked them if this should be published, they were happy to tell me that it should be sent to the big EBook retailers. On one hand, it stands on its own, so anyone who reads this short won’t have to know anything about the Spinward Fringe Universe. On the other, it’s a good introduction to the broadening story space that I’ve been working on since 2008. That takes us to the present.

      This short work has involved an extended physics lesson from physicist, software developer, and musician Patrick D Emond. It’s also had help from other proof readers, then it was inspected by David and Heather, who regarded it from the perspective of people who may be commissioned to perform this as a radio play style narration. There were also helpful nitpicks from the Patreon Crew, who saw it first. They didn’t ask for it, but they were happy to help, and that’s particularly awesome, as far as I’m concerned.

      This story has benefitted from the work of many people, and I thank you all. I also promise that this isn’t the beginning of a new book series, just a good story and a potential on ramp to another one. Thanks for picking it up so I can keep the lights on and the coffee brewing while I ponder and type.

      

      Enjoy,

      Randolph Lalonde, during the Fall of 2022.
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      The End Of A Tradition

      

      The lights flickered on and illuminated every corner of the modest squad room. Seats made for starfighters were lined up in four rows of five in front of a display wall that spilled yellow and blue light across the front of the space, where a man who was fighting a scowl was making a decision.

      Cooper “Breaker” Anders pulled heavy silver rings off his fingers one by one, dropping each in a small lockbox on a shelf beside the door. The first had a raven stamped on it. He muttered; “For truth and wisdom.”

      The next one was tugged off his middle finger. It was a Blue Jay. “Fearlessness, the guardian bird.” He looked at that one for a long moment then put it back on.

      Then, from the index finger of his left hand, he took off the hummingbird and recalled his son’s grin. He was a tender age then and hadn’t seen a live bird in flight yet. Cameron wouldn’t see one until they visited a moon called Tamber when he was a little older. “For joy and good turns,” he said as he dropped the hummingbird ring into the box.

      He pulled two rings off the next fingers at the same time and dropped them in too. “The Condor, there to remind me that there is still justice and goodness in the universe, and finally the star for balance.” They made a damning hollow clink as they joined the other three rings. He snapped the box closed and marked it with an X. Who knew what would happen to the rings he wasn’t allowed to take along. Perhaps they’d find their way into a museum, or they’d be auctioned off for a few bits of platinum to benefit the Bullet Chaser orphans. The thought that there would be no more of those was the only thing that brought a little smile to his lips and relief to his heart.

      He regarded the only ring he decided to keep, observing the accurate shape of a Blue Jay in silver. That was the one his son had questions about for the longest time. He remembered telling him; “A lot of people underestimate the Blue Jay. It’s not a large bird, it doesn’t have the intelligence of a raven, or talons like a hawk. Then someone gets near one of their nests, and they find out that they’re fighters, willing to do anything, to sacrifice everything to protect their territory. It’s really about their children. They’ll swoop down and attack anything that threatens their eggs or chicks, even if whatever it is could eat them in one bite.”

      It really was the only ring worth keeping, especially since his son later became a fighter pilot, and a good one. The choice still wasn’t easy. His people said things with their rings, but the regulations for Chaser Ships were clear; you were only allowed to sacrifice a small amount of mass for jewellery. That was the only personal thing he brought with him, even his body hair had been completely shorn to reduce his mass. The space suit he wore was so light that it felt like he was putting on clothing  made of air. The connector collars on his neck, wrists and ankles were the heaviest things about it, and even they seemed feather light. To the public the suits seemed like they were from another era, with a sort of jumpsuit design topped with a helmet made almost completely of transparent metal. What they thought of them didn’t much matter. There would be no homecoming, no readjustment to social or technological changes, and no confronting friends and relatives that aged years, sometimes decades while he was away.

      “Did you have a good week back home?” a woman with a Scottish accent asked as she entered. She was pulling her gunbelt off. Wherever Perra came from was probably unfriendly or untamed enough so she needed to carry a gun. He always admired her appetite for adventure.

      Cooper gave her a brief one armed hug once her hands were free and was relieved to feel her squeeze him back. “Haven’t checked your messages or the news, have you?” he asked with no bitterness. He’d sent her several messages over the last few days, inviting her to get together. More than that, there had been a lot going on in parliament.

      “The media’s a trash fire that doesn’t know how to report real news anymore. Well, except for Hart News, but half their transmissions are blocked these days. Sorry about missing your messages, though. Anything important come up?”

      “Nah, I just finished doing the rounds early, wanted someone who remembered the world the way it was to reminisce with,” he replied. When he realized that he’d unintentionally laid a guilt trip on her, he added; “Don’t worry about it, really. I think I was trying to avoid meeting another friend who was twenty-five when I left, and is in their forties now. I got to see everyone though, for better or worse. How about you?”

      “Well, the divorce was final a decade ago, so I found a theme park and became a drug smuggling gun slinger for a week. You know, making new friends I’ll never see again, putting holes in androids that’ll be obsolete by the time we’re back in normal space,” she replied. “Now I wish I came out early so we could watch the votes come in together.”

      “Like I said; don’t worry about it. Sorry about the divorce. I’m glad you took some time to work through it,” Cooper said.

      “You know what it’s like. Only a few days pass for us while we’re on a chase, but the slightest thing goes wrong and…” she didn’t finish, as if she remembered what he lost last time relativity screwed him.

      If Cooper was glad for anything, it was that she didn’t lose twenty years on a mission where he was her pilot. While he was having a singular, long time skip, she suffered two that added up to the same amount of lost time, give or take a few months. Nineteen years passed at home during his last mission, but his crew only experienced a few days. It was similar for Captain Denver Perra, but her time skip was spread over two missions. The first went as planned, and she only lost eleven months back home. The second was a disaster, and she lost nearly eighteen.

      Only a few people could relate to either of them as they had to re-adjust to what seemed like a new world. That included new politics. In the quiet moment where they checked each other’s jumpsuits, making sure the seals were good and they wasn’t bunched or snagged anywhere, Cooper gathered the strength he needed to broach the topic he’d been dreading. “We’re burned, aren’t we? There won’t be any more runs after this one, will there, Captain?”

      Captain Denver Perra nodded. “They’re cutting the funding. The new government doesn’t want anyone spending fuel, time or money chasing after their mistakes. They think that the end of the war means the end of cleanup out there. I’ve been Captain for nine missions, and they call it a career.”

      “Pilot for five. I guess that doesn’t add up to a retirement package,” Cooper said wryly. “I invested in Lorander stock, though. My son added to the nest egg, so I’ve got something tucked away.”

      Perra turned away at the mention of his son, probably afraid to ask the question that most Chasers avoided; ‘how is he?’ Asking about the welfare of loved ones was always a mistake. Instead she tapped his last ring. “The Blue Jay this time?” she asked.

      “It felt like the right one,” he said, nodding. “Boxing the rest. Not paying for storage though.”

      “Well, they probably won’t end up in a museum. From the tone of my orders, it looks like the new government wants to kick dirt on the whole Chasers Initiative and forget it. Command is embarrassed by every mistake the military made, especially bombs and big mass that’s going to wreck planets that had nothing to do with the wars,” Perra replied.

      “So, we’re an embarrassment,” he said, rolling his eyes. “I don’t know what’s worse; the thought of being completely ignored if we ever return, or coming back to a parade where all our relations are all ten or more years older.”

      Her laugh was sharp, as though it came only from surprise and was cut off early. “Let’s keep the doom chatter down.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Cooper said with a salute that was more proper than the situation demanded.

      She saluted back then nodded at his ring. “You know, I can’t believe you still follow that, but I’ll never hold it against you.”

      “I know, us Avian Guides are superstitious, but it's in my DNA. Besides, we’re good luck,” he said as they stepped aside and watched as the other four crewmembers filed in and did the same. The twins, Garma and Gren, didn’t need to take anything off at the last minute. They were Mergillian, a race that looked like three-foot tall frogs that learned to walk upright. They smiled thinly and broadly at their captain and her pilot as they found their seats at the front.

      “I didn’t know you were coming on this trip. How’s it going, Garma?” he asked the one with a pair of silver stripes running from the corner of her mouth, over her head then down her neck.

      “I am Gren,” he said with a high, pleasant voice. “I have become male.”

      “I have become female, so we switched names, hoping to allay mammalian confusion,” Garma said. She smiled, the lips that ran the width of her broad head curling up for a moment. “Don’t worry, it won’t affect our aim.”

      “I wasn’t worried. Just glad to see you’re running the guns for us,” Cooper said as the Mergillian twins moved on to be greeted by Captain Perra, who was looking through something on a display that was paper thin.

      Hanna Garber and Shane Barnes looked sullen, and took the most time as they sorted through their personal tool belts, deciding what they could do without. “But this is my favourite mag-spanner. I’m bringing it for…” Shane argued after a short, peaceful discussion with his fellow technician.

      “...luck?” Hanna spat. “Screw luck. Luck doesn’t matter as much as mass. I’m bringing mine, it’s new. We don’t need yours.” She pointed at his scratched and worn spanner.

      “It’d dependable,” Shane retorted, shaking it between them.

      “Bring both spanners. I’ll knock a deck plate off to make up for it,” Captain Perra said, ending the argument. “Figure the rest out, and quickly.”

      “They going to shut us down, Captain?” asked Shane, who was starting to grin. He was the youngest member of the crew by far.

      “Not if we leave the dock soon,” Captain Perra replied, watching them get to their seats.

      “What’s the fun?” Breaker asked Shane as he took his seat.

      “Huh?” the young one asked.

      “Something’s got you grinning. Just wondering what?” he pressed.

      “Oh, just…” Shane considered his answer, his big smile fading. “It’s an adventure. I’ve been waiting to get on a chase for almost a year. I mean, Chasers use the fastest ships, the best travel tech, and save millions of people. There’s nothing more exciting, right? It’s like we’re all big space heroes,” he looked to his left, where his fellow technician, Hanna, was burying her forehead in her hand. Then to his right, where the smooth, green and blue skinned Mergillians were watching, extra wide-eyed.

      “You’re our new coder, right?” Cooper asked.

      “Yeah,” Shane replied warily.

      “You’re good?” he asked before looking to Hanna. “He’s good? You wanted him as your partner? You didn’t just find some kid on the dock?”

      “He’s quick with a wrench and smart with code. Better than Sharpe,” Hanna said. “The green will wear off.”

      “Wait, what happened to Sharpe?” Shane asked nervously.

      “We don’t talk about the dead before a chase,” Perra said. Then she cleared her throat and took her place at the front of the room. “All right, This briefing will be basic and quick. Nosku Deep Space Tracking has detected a mass of rogue munitions moving through space at near the speed of light.” A group of dots appeared on the wall behind her moving past a model of their solar system. “They were launched over twenty years ago. No one’s taking responsibility, as usual, but we’re sure that someone from this solar system fired this barrage and missed whatever they were shooting at. Chaser Command thought they’d have another year to hunt this down and burn it away, but the whole department is about to be disbanded. We have some catching up to do, so I’ve outfitted the Monte Carlo with five antimatter boosters. We’ll use two to get up to speed, then two for deceleration when the job’s done. The third is there just in case the worst happens.”

      Captain Perra took a deep breath then went on. “Consequences of failure: If we don’t disintegrate this group of undetonated munitions, they will destroy a terraforming project that was seeded using life from the homeworld. Well, the human homeworld, anyway.”

      “Earth? You mean there’s a world that’s built up using plants and animals from Earth?” asked Hanna.

      “A moon, actually,” Captain Perra replied. “I haven’t been there, but our mission pilot, Cooper - callsign Breaker - has. He can answer questions about it after we’re under way.”

      “It’s a paradise, almost no people there,” Breaker added flatly. “It’s all freshwater, so the life isn’t a perfect match, but I thought it was pretty amazing. The Lorander Corporation’s got a lot going on there now, so it’ll probably be the next boom system in our Stellar Cluster That moon’s ecosystem is on it’s feet, so the next step is the big world it orbits. Kambis will get all done up like the Earth in the pictures only with towering mesas covered in green. They like to show everyone who visits Tamber a show with all their ideas, probably to get colonists to move there and help out. My son loved every second of it, and couldn’t stop talking about it while we were on vacation. It pisses me off that the powers that be were willing to let it get slagged. I’ll be staying there after we save the place.”

      “Thank you, Breaker,” Captain Perra said.

      “What about local defences? Can they stop the munitions group?” asked Garma, her voice high and tense.

      “They could mitigate, but their main ships are elsewhere, too far away to try and intercept. There’s a war on in that part of the Star Cluster. We’re the solution, and the only solution. There will be no backup mission. So, we’ll be moving fast, taking the munitions group out, and slowing down in time to land on Tamber and start partying. If you want to come back here, you’re on your own. This is the retirement cruise for me and Breaker. Let’s get through the airlock and set out.”

      “That’s it? I’m supposed to decide whether or not to go on that briefing?” Shane asked, more shocked than angry.

      “We’re short on time and that’s all you need to know. The pay’s good, you saw the contract, and you know it’s a dangerous job. What do you want? A speech on politics? The impact point - Tamber - has no political importance right now, so our new government doesn’t give a shit about the fifteen million or so people who will get slagged when this munition group - which is mostly made of antimatter bombs - hits.”

      “Who fired them?” Shane asked.

      Cooper was near the end of his patience with the new crewmember. He, like everyone else, had already been paid. “Whoever pulled the trigger was from this solar system and they weren’t smart enough to activate the destruct system built into those bombs. You’ll never get a chance to give them hell for it, so who gives a shit?”

      Captain Perra ignored him and replied; “Who launched the munitions group and why they screwed up is unknown. We’re heading out to clean it up. There’s a line of alternates out there, so if you’re not sure you want to be a part of that, then I’ll be happy to give the glory and the pay to someone else.” She didn’t wait for an answer as she turned and led the way to the airlock.

      The twins, Garma and Gren followed after her without a word. Hanna was right behind, and as Breaker started for the airlock, Shane took his place behind him. They passed into the station concourse where Cooper was surprised to see two rows of Chaser crews lined up on either side of the main airlock that would take them to the Monte Carlo. Retired General Castel, who was a Captain when Cooper left on his last mission, called; “Attention! Chaser Crew about to depart!” The youthful squeak that was once in his voice had been replaced by a low, gravelly character.

      The crews, all dressed in dark green and blue uniforms, stood at attention. It was easy for Cooper and his crew-mates to forget that the Chasers had been at it for nearly three centuries, building a tradition of honour, sacrifice, and military responsibility. Since their founding, there hadn’t been a major disaster thanks to munitions that drifted past the edge of their solar system.

      Cooper nodded at one of the only other people he recognized - a Commander who trained with his son - and was glad to see him nod back. Captain Denver Perra led the way, head up, standing as tall as she could. She and the rest of the humans were short, like most of the Chaser crewmembers. Once upon a time, before Cooper started pilot training, it was something people said about humans who stopped growing at around a metre and a half. ‘You could be a Chaser, they’re the only real heroes, you know.” he started hearing it near the end of high school.

      His Captain was stoic, which helped him keep his chin up and shoulders square as they marched between the lines of Chasers. Cooper couldn’t recall a time when he’d seen so many of them together. There were only three other crews out on missions, the rest had returned home and were told that the solar system had quieted. The civil wars were over, the good guys won and brought a final peace. None of the Chasers would be going out anymore.

      It was a relief to many, and a curse to a few. Cooper still wasn’t sure which it was for him even after all he’d lost. One thing was clear to him as they reached the airlock and saluted the General though: the Chasers lining the concourse had come to mourn. There were other munition groups out there, and regardless of where they came from or who shot them into space, there were Chaser crews who wanted to take them out. It wouldn’t happen, at least not until the political will of his people changed, which could take decades.

      As Cooper took his turn saluting the General, he wondered what would change while he was away. If everything went according to plan, they would miss a few months at the most. If the munitions group was harder to destroy, or something else went wrong, he might skip decades again. Maybe the Bullet Chaser Program would be back online by then. It was a thought he’d never share, because it suggested that war would be ongoing somewhere, and he never wanted to damn peace, even though he had no idea what he’d do once he found it.
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      002

      Last Minute Trouble

      

      The Monte Carlo was a fifth generation Chaser Ship. One of the fastest space vessels ever built, it boasted an arsenal that made it a galactic concern. There was no other ship like it thanks to careful modifications and repairs crews had made since its first mission. Cooper served as her pilot four times and was happy to be along for her fifteenth mission.

      The worst part of every voyage was getting into the ship. There was a corridor only large enough for someone to pull themselves along head first in zero gravity. From there the crew split up to the port and starboard side technician and gunner positions. Then the Captain and Pilot continued on to the bridge where they closed the heavy hatch behind them. It was more of a cockpit with the pilot’s seat at the front. The captain’s chair was above and behind him.

      The view from there was enviable to the rest of the crew. A transparent metal dome provided a one hundred eighty by one hundred eighty degree view from the front. It was the toughest part of the ship other than the antimatter booster armour.

      From where he sat, Cooper could see the variety of missiles, the disintegration cannons and the outer hull to his left and right. Dead ahead, he could see the milky way. A glittering starry river of light that he could look at for days.

      Out of sight were the five boosters, hanging off the back of the ship like thick, powerful legs. Antimatter made Cooper nervous. Ever since he watched an enemy carrier’s antimatter stores lose containment when he was serving as a fighter pilot, he was painfully aware of the startling power of the stuff. The two kilometre long carrier, named the Navar, disappeared in a flash that left the impression of a luminescent globe on his vision for days despite the light shielding built into his helmet. The days of his partial blindness gave him time to consider the one point two million people who were simply burned out of existence in that bright instant. It didn’t matter that they were the enemy after long. The thought of what antimatter could do was terrifying.

      To his left and right were pairs of antimatter torpedoes. Antimatter boosters that would give them the ability to get up to speed in minutes instead of hours were behind them. Fully loaded, the Monte Carlo had more of the stuff on board than every other ship in the solar system combined. If anything went wrong with containment, there would be brief, bright flash and everything within thousands of kilometres would be gone. “Shake it off, containment’s good,” Cooper said to himself as he felt the old fear start creeping up on him.

      Captain Perra muted herself so no one would overhear her ask her pilot; “You all right?”

      “Good, just that thing I don’t like talking about,” Cooper replied.

      “Oh, your antimatter jitters?” she asked with a little smirk. “You should have more faith in science.”

      “I have plenty of faith in science, it’s the ladies and gentlemen who finished the refurbishing that I’m not sure of. I mean, were they the last ones working because they let the most highly paid people go first, or did they keep the best techs until the last minute?” Cooper asked.

      “You forgot to mute,” Perra said with a little chuckle.

      “So, you’re wondering if spacedock refurbished this ship with the cheapest crew they could find? Wonderful,” Hanna asked from the port side mechanic’s compartment.

      “Sure, or this thing was serviced by the best. We’ll probably never know, every tech working for the Chasers knows what they’re doing anyway. I’ve never had a major mechanical failure,” Cooper said, trying to sound confident. He’d finished his checklist, everything looked good. His doubts weren’t real, just comments he made to put conversational distance between him and his ‘antimatter jitters.’

      “Nice save,” Captain Perra said before unmuting herself. “All right, focus up. Checklists are done, the final scans check out, so we’re three seconds from launch.”

      “Control to Monte Carlo: I see you check ready. Releasing mooring control to your helm. Godspeed and good hunting from everyone here at Chaser Control,” came the well-wish from the small space station. It held them on a thin arm that was fifteen kilometres long like a child with her arm outstretched as she waited for a firecracker to go off between her fingers. If there was a containment failure, fifteen kilometres wouldn’t be far enough to save the station.

      “I have mooring control, detaching now,” Cooper replied, decoupling the ship from the pylon arm. When he was sure that all the connections were retracted from the Monte Carlo, he used a short burst from four small thrusters on the starboard side to push away.

      “Thank you, Control. We’ll contact you when we get to Tamber. That’ll be a bit more than an hour for us, and five to ten for you. Drinks are on me if you pay me a visit in paradise,” Captain Perra said.

      “That could be expensive,” said the only robot aboard from the corridor behind them. It had a high voice that seemed almost a little childish.

      “There are five people left in the Command Centre. They started laying people off last week,” Captain Perra replied. “How’s it going, Ratter?”

      “My systems are fully functional, Captain. The Monte Carlo is in perfect condition,” Ratter replied cheerily.

      “So, have any big retirement plans once we reach Rega Gain, Ratter?” Cooper asked. “I mean, we’re probably blowing the ship up when we get there, so you’ll have to find a new job.”

      “Beginning tertiary internal inspection,” Ratter said almost sadly as he turned and rolled along the hull on wheels that were made to cling to most surfaces. A small door opened and he rolled through it.

      “Aw, you hurt his feelings,” Garma snickered from the starboard side gunnery pod.

      “I think that was Breaker’s roundabout way of telling you that we’re not leaving you on the ship when we blow it, Ratter,” Captain Perra said as she checked their orders for the last time.

      “That would be preferable. What happens to Ratter when the ship is gone?” he asked over the intercom.

      “I’d take him. He’s a great repair bot,” Cooper said with a shrug.

      “I’ll probably buy a ship once we get there, so…” Captain Perra said, trailing off.

      “Aw, don’t make him choose between mom and dad. That’s cruel,” Gren laughed.

      Captain Perra muted herself so the rest of the ship couldn’t hear her. “Deactivating all wireless slave circuits,” she announced quietly. Then she asked; “Are you sure the network cable is detached from the ship?”

      “Absolutely. I could send Ratter to verify. What’s up?” Cooper asked.

      “Shutdown code. I just blocked it. They’re trying to stop our launch.”

      “While we’re drifting into position? The ignition counter’s down to thirty seconds,” Cooper said after muting himself, making sure that he was still in control of the ship by quickly checking the onboard computer systems. He was.

      “Hey, guys, I just got an order to report to Hillside Military Base in twenty minutes. This mission will take longer than that, right?” Shane asked, his voice squeaking at the end.

      “I just got the same orders,” Hanna, the other mechanic, added.

      Captain Perra looked at Cooper’s reflection in the dome, their eyes locked on each other’s as they considered the same thing. “If we stand down, fifteen million die. That’s the low estimate,” she said quietly.

      “You want to push ahead?” It was a statement more than a question. Cooper was sure they were thinking the same thing: There wouldn’t be another ship to take their place, and the shut down code wasn’t sent because there was a problem with the ship. He made sure their main thrusters were ready to go as he stretched his arms, wrists and hands.

      “Hell, yes,” she replied.

      “Well, I know I’ll be pissed if I shaved my head for nothing, so unless you’re picking up some kinda malfunction, I say we go,” Cooper snarked as he took the controls - a flight stick and throttle that bristled with buttons and mini-sticks - and kept looking back at his Captain’s reflection in the dome ahead of them.

      They watched the countdown for several seconds. Captain Perra unmuted herself as the number ten flashed. “Let’s start the chase. Dampers to ten percent. All hands ready for phase one ignition and initial acceleration.”

      “Dampers at ten percent,” replied Hanna dutifully.

      “Taking us out,” Cooper said as he throttled up much less gradually than normal.

      “This is Commander Linam. Power down and reduce your speed to zero relative to your launch point,” a voice announced over the emergency channel. The Commander was all business except for a hint in her tone that made her sound a little insulted.

      “That’s the Carnivore,” Hannah said with worry.

      “Well, they can’t assume control of the helm,” Cooper said, making sure that his comment wouldn’t be carried to the Carnivore. “They can’t force us to do anything without firing on us.” Only a few years ago the Carnivore was a symbol of victory as one of the only carriers to survive the war. As the shape of the warship appeared on Cooper's tactical display he saw it as nothing more than a political instrument. That irked him as much as having the mission pulled out from under him. Almost as much as the thought of beautiful Tamber being destroyed along with the settlers there because his government’s will to clean up their own mess had become weak.

      The Carnivore was a long vessel with heavy cannons mounted on turrets that jutted out from its side like thin fingers. Her middle was forked to accommodate three long railguns. “I disconnected the flight computer from our wireless receivers.” He tapped the switch on the panel in front of him to show Perra that it was in the down position.

      She nodded at him as she replied to Commander Linam. “Carnivore Actual; this mission was approved and preparation is complete. We are about to execute phase two of our departure.”

      “Orders change, Captain. Reduce speed and eject from your craft or we will be forced to fire upon you,” Commander Linam replied. “Rega Gain is no longer a friendly system.”

      “God damned politics,” Cooper said under his breath.

      “Stop the ship. We’re scrubbed,” Hanna demanded over the intercom.

      Several cannons on the Carnivore turned red on the combat displays in the cockpit as well as the gunnery pods, indicating that they were tracking the Monte Carlo. Cooper spoke through clenched teeth. Every instrument told him that they were ready to go. “This is going bad. Tell me to gas it and we’re outta here.”

      “Don’t be on the wrong side of history here, Commander,” Captain Perra said before muting the ship to ship communications and addressing her gunners. “Arm our Hawks but don’t lock onto the Carnivore. I want them to see that we’re ready to do something desperate, but I don’t want to demonstrate that we intend to take them out right away.”

      It was the right call, as far as Cooper was concerned. Locking onto the Carnivore would show immediate intent. If Captain Perra was captured, she would face the death penalty. If she simply armed missiles, then it demonstrated that she was ready to do something, which could include blowing themselves up, defending her ship, or worse, which would result in a dishonourable discharge, most likely. The Monte Carlo carried twenty-eight Hawk missiles. They were the fastest, most accurate antimatter weapons they had aboard and they were made to get through countermeasures. Cooper guessed that the bridge crew of the Carnivore would be near panic. Two hits would turn their bridge into a glowing hole. Fourteen hits would make the ship disappear. “Should I get us the hell out of here?” he asked under his breath.

      “That is a reckless act of aggression,” the Commander of the Carnivore said angrily. “But I’ll make sure you get a fair trial for simple insubordination if you power down now.”

      “A fair trial would get my grey matter wiped by Intelligence and exiled with maybe a third of my memories. That’s not the kind of incentive that’ll slow us down. Don’t worry, we’ll save Rega Gain some major grief and you’ll never see us again.” Captain Perra closed the channel and told Cooper; “Go, go, go!”

      He increased throttle and got ready to engage their faster than light systems. He smirked as he saw what was happening on his tactical display. “The Carnivore is getting out of our way. I think they’re taking us seriously.”

      “I’d hope so. We’re better armed and probably sound a little crazy. Engage the Hyperight Aura when you’re ready,” his Captain ordered more calmly.

      “Let’s bend space,” Cooper said as he flicked the cover for the faster than light systems aside and started the acceleration sequence. Nothing happened. The whine of the systems that would generate a field around the ship that would allow them to travel faster than light never came. “Hyperlight controls are dead.”

      “Mechanical, what’s going on?” Captain Perra asked.

      “I don’t know,” Shane replied. “Everything’s good on my end.”

      “I’m not going to let you do this, Captain,” Hanna replied. “I’ve disconnected the control cable.”

      “That’s mutiny,” Shane said, shocked.

      “All right. Does anyone else want to stay here? Say so now.” Cooper could hear the tension in Captain Perra. He’d never seen her face opposition on her own ship before, and had no idea what she was about to do.

      “We are with you, Captain,” Garma said, speaking for her brother as well.

      “I will be of service,” Ratter added.

      “Do you want me to force her to reconnect it?” Shane asked. There was a frightening level of determination in his voice.

      “No, there’s another solution,” Captain Perra replied.

      “I’m with you, but the Carnivore is probably going to start shooting once they’re out of our blast radius,” Cooper said so only she could hear him. “We’ve gotta get that FTL system back online.”

      “All right, good luck, Hanna,” Captain Perra said before activating Hanna’s emergency ejection device. Cooper could imagine the high durability bag built into Hanna’s seat wrapping around her from beneath, gathering her arms and legs in. The seat would flatten then and she would be sent out of a small door at the rear of her compartment. Hanna would be fine as she was spat out of the ship like a watermelon seed.

      Hanna’s rescue beacon started broadcasting. Cooper watched a new dot representing her drift away from the ship. Then he got to work. “All right, recalculating everything based on our new mass. Give me a few seconds here.”

      “I am helping,” Ratter announced over the intercom as he connected to the onboard computer systems to lend his processing power to the task.

      “Shane; get over to the Port Mechanical Bay and reconnect our FTL controls,” Captain Perra ordered.

      “Aye, on my way, Sir.”

      “Remember, three points of contact with the ship at all times, kid. The dampeners are on, but you could go splat against the wall if the Carnivore decides to hit us with a cannon shot,” Cooper warned. “I’m sure Ratter doesn’t want to clean what’s left of you up.”

      “That is an accurate assessment,” Ratter said, his tone still cheery.

      “Got it, connected it, strapping into port side mechanical,” Shane announced.

      “All right, making final adjustments. Verifying our trajectory,” Cooper watched as the new calculations for power, navigation and mass scrolled by then nodded. “Everything checks out.”

      “Gunnery; disarm missiles.” Then she addressed Cooper; “Get us going, Breaker.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Cooper replied. “Let’s try this again. Activating Hyperlight Aura.” A transparent bubble of energy appeared around the ship and their speed began to increase sharply. “Activating booster one,” he said as he flicked a switch on the throttle that selected one of the antimatter fuelled boosters. He deactivated the safety by flipping a toggle on the panel to his right then used a slider under his left thumb to begin the explosive reaction that made the ship lurch.

      “Increase dampening to maximum, Mechanical,” Captain Perra ordered.

      “Dampeners set to maximum, all systems ready for full burn,” Shane said, adding, “I’m pretty sure,” quietly.

      “Are we ready or not?” Captain Perra asked as the antimatter booster throttle paused at three percent. She started looking through the live systems report, checking their readiness herself.

      “It’s good, it’s good, everything looks good,” Shane said hurriedly.

      “Absolutely certain?” Captain Perra asked.

      “Sure as sure gets, sorry about that, Captain,” Shane said, cringing so hard that everyone could hear it over the intercom.

      “Throttle up, Breaker,” Captain Perra said.

      The rumble of Antimatter Booster One shook the frame of the Monte Carlo harder as he gradually increased throttle. His helmet kept most of the sound out, but he could feel it in his chest as it powered up to full. Then, as it reached maximum, the ship calmed. They were still riding an antimatter explosion, but it was happening at the optimal rate. “A nice, smooth ride at our top acceleration. We just left the solar system,” he announced. “This burn will last nine minutes, three seconds.”
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      Always Chasing

      

      At about seven minutes through a well-optomized antimatter booster’s burn, the rumble and roar inside the ship took on a soothing quality. Cooper always found it odd that Chaser missions never became exciting for him until that moment, when the whole ship, even his body, seemed to resonate with the controlled explosion behind him. The terror of the destructive force of antimatter became wonder every time.

      It didn’t diminish the attention he paid to his instruments. Instead, he found it easier to focus. Judging from the low, quiet hum of the Mergillian gunners as they harmonised with the smooth sound throughout the ship, they were feeling something too. When Captain Perra turned privacy mode on so no one outside of the cockpit could hear her or her pilot, Cooper wasn’t surprised. This would be the time for her to reveal some kind of detail about their mission, or a proposal for what came after. What it was, he wasn’t sure, but she had a reputation for knowing more than most people, and for looking ahead.

      “So, what’s your plan when you get to Rega Gain? Anything firm?” There it was, the opening to Perra’s offer.

      Captain Perra was one of the most likeable people he’d ever met, and he respected her quick rise through the ranks. Saying no to her would be difficult, even if it was only a ‘wait and see’ kind of thing. “I’m hoping that the terraforming boom we were seeing in the Rega Gain System before we left is just the start. Growing populations need pilots, so I’m thinking I’ll pick up work pretty much right away. Something local since I like the place, you know, maybe bulk delivery or perimeter defence. It all depends on what we find when we get there, I guess. I’ve got enough credit invested in the Exchange so I can move on if things don’t look good. What are you planning?”

      “I’ve got enough invested in the Exchange to buy a good ship, even if prices multiply while we’re on this mission. You probably guessed that I’d be looking for a pilot,” she replied.

      “I wasn’t so sure. You are a pilot, so I make no assumptions,” Cooper replied with a raised eyebrow. She smiled back a little at his reflection.

      “Well, I’m not talking about buying a little ship. I sold my house and moved all my investments into non-volatile resources,” she replied. “It was a lot.”

      “I left my house to my brother-in-law three missions ago. I’ve got investments though. So, I’m guessing you’d start out by hauling cargo, or…”

      “Well, that’s the default, right? May as well get a jobber ship that can do just about everything so you can always find work. Politics change with the seasons these days. For all we know, the British Alliance will be there by the time we arrive,” she said.

      “By the time we arrive?” he asked cautiously. As far as he knew, the mission they were on shouldn’t dilate time much if everything went according to plan. “How long does the navigation data say we’ll be skipping ahead?”

      “It could be a few years,” she replied. Then she sent the navigation section of her orders to one of his displays. “There was an update right before we left. The munitions we’re chasing changed formation according to the latest scans. They’re staggered. It’s going to take us much more time to take them out.”

      He looked at the latest scan results. There were three groups and they were millions of kilometres apart. There was a large missile in the middle. “If they could change formation, then there’s something guiding them. From this formation, it’s predicting that a Chaser will go after it, so it’s using the rear group for defence.” He tried to see more detail in the low-resolution long range scan image. “That rearmost group could be pointing backwards, waiting for us.”

      “That’s the thought. The Dorta Confederate held out on us until the last minute. They didn’t hand over all their military records after the governments merged. We couldn’t trust them when they were at war with us, and we still can’t. Go figure.” From her tone, it sounded like she’d never trust Dorta, which represented a third of the population of their solar system. It was probably the main reason why she didn’t plan to go back.

      That didn’t shut his frustration down. “When did you find out?”

      “Right before the Carnivore told us to stand down. Someone from our old enemy’s camp explained the new scans. You’re right, there’s a tactical intelligence program running in the central bomb. It’s directing the rest. I’m sure it separated everything into three groups. We’re not chasing a bunch of missed shots. Dorta launched this the first time they heard our side was reaching out to people in the Rega Gain system decades ago.”

      It was time to switch to the next antimatter booster, so Cooper didn’t have time to say what he wanted. He had to settle for; “This wrecks my whole day.” Then his full attention was on the ship systems. The first booster ran down to half a percent and he did a last second check on the containment system. Everything was in the green, so he announced; “Deactivating reaction one. Switching to full containment.”

      With the flip of a switch, the containment system surrounded the last of the antimatter in Booster One and, starved for fuel, the explosive reaction stopped instantly. The shaking of the ship’s hull and the rumble stopped and the whole crew existed in silence for a moment. “I wanted to tell you and the rest of the crew, but we were out of time,” Captain Perra explained flatly. “I made the call while it was still possible to do the right thing.”

      Cooper looked at the broader navigational map that showed the Rega Gain system and the missiles that were headed towards it. “Now this makes more sense. The chances of these bombs hitting a moon orbiting a solid giant like Kambis are… Well, if I weren’t so pissed off right now, I could do the math in my head, but they’re small. It’s nearly impossible to make that hit by mistake.”

      “The Rega Gain System is key to the Cluster. It’s almost at the centre,” Captain Perra started to explain.

      “I get the strategy, the politics. If our side made nice with them, then Dorta would have lost the war nearly a decade early. I’ve done my reading, I know it wouldn’t have taken much to tip the balance. I just wish I knew what we were chasing before we left.” Some of the anger towards Perra dissipated as he spoke and he added. One he shared in the quiet. “I would have taken this mission anyway.”

      “You’re pissed that I made the decision for you?” It sounded more like a conclusion than a question.

      Cooper didn’t reply. He’d been taking orders since he was a teenage cadet. It was a constant in the military, especially as a combat pilot. “Maybe it’s because I feel like I’m this close to a new life, but old politics come around to add one more wrinkle.”

      “I get that,” Captain Perra said. “I need you to be all right, Breaker. I need you to have a clear head.

      “I’m good. I’ll be better once there are a few more light years between us and that political shitshow back home,” Cooper said. His irritation wasn’t gone, more redirected at the military leadership they were leaving behind. Nothing about the war he fought in between chases was clear or righteous in his view. The more he knew, the more complicated and unfair the conflicts in his home solar system seemed. “God help me if I find a just war,” he mumbled under his breath as he ran a check on Antimatter Booster Two. “Clear to activate our second booster,” he announced through the ship intercom once he was finished.

      “I check clear on Booster Two,” replied Shane. “You have a go from Mechanical.”

      “Initiate startup sequence for Booster Two,” Captain Perra ordered.

      “Beginning startup sequence,” Cooper announced as he activated the ignition for their second Antimatter Booster.

      Once the strangely reassuring rumble was shaking the ship again, Captain Perra turned privacy mode back on. “Did you mean what you said about a just war, Coop?”

      She’d never called him that before. ‘Coop.’ His best friend in flight school used to call him that, along with a couple of girlfriends before he got married. It had been at least a decade since he’d heard anyone use that nickname, and it was strange from her lips.

      The smile on his own was as surprising, and he quashed it, maybe before she noticed. “You heard that, huh? I guess I should watch what I wish for.”

      “You know I’ve only served as a Captain for three years? I was in the military for four years before that.” She made it sound like an admission, almost as though she cheated.

      “I know your record,” Cooper replied, looking at her reflection in the dome.

      She was looking back at him. “What’d you hear?”

      “You took command from the pilot’s seat for Captain Udell. That mission could have been another Wittenholm incident if you didn’t get the crew through it.”

      The Wittenholm. Every Chaser knew that ship because it was the only one that not only failed to eliminate the munitions it was after, but ended up drifting with the bombs until it impacted an unnamed planet, wiping out all life there. It wasn’t as if there was a civilization on that world, but after that impact, there never would be.

      One such incident was more than enough. The entire fleet was grateful to then Junior Lieutenant Denver Perra for not only saving her ship and the crew but for leading them to success. The munitions headed for Serriv Three and a civilization that had barely made it to orbit, would have been completely destroyed. The people there were able to go on, oblivious to the disaster that was averted.

      Command awarded her with the rank of captain, updated her training because time advanced several years on that trip, and got her back to work after a few months of acclimatisation. “You earned your spot,” Cooper said. “I’ve only been with the Chasers for a year and a half, if you’re counting by my time. I think people forget that and assume it’s been decades for me. Still, what are you getting at, Denver?” Using her first name felt strange.

      It must have been a little odd to her too because he heard a little laugh bubble up from behind him. “Sorry, the last one to call me Denver was my Dad. It’s a family name. Everyone calls me Perra.”

      “The things you learn on final missions,” Cooper said as he started updating his navigation data.

      “I guess my point is that I don’t know what a just war is. I mean, there was the last Earth War, and World War Two before that, but I haven’t seen a righteous war since.”

      “The First Fall was mostly about resources and religion, but I get what you’re saying. I just feel like every minute I spent outside of missions and training, I’ve been looking for a good fight that makes sense from every angle. You know, a good and evil kind of thing. At least, that’s what the therapist said last time I finished my adjustment therapy. I think I’ll miss him more than anyone, now that I think of it.”

      “So, if you found a side you agreed with, you’d sign up?” Captain Perra asked.

      There was something holding Cooper back from replying one way or the other, so he settled for; “It depends. I’d need the lay of the land. What about you?”

      “I hadn’t thought about it until you said something about a just war.” Cooper listened to the rumble of the vibrating hull as he waited for her to finish her thought. When she did, her eyes, reflected in the surface of the dome in front of him, met his. “I would sign up. If I was sure that there was a right side, I’d join it. Maybe it would make up for the fighting back home.”

      He knew what she meant. There were too many missions where it felt like Cooper could run into a neighbour, only they’d be on the other side. It was always a war of nations to the people who lived in the Nosku Solar System, but to outsiders, it was just another group of planets rocked by civil war. “Well, it’ll probably never happen. I mean, is there anything such as a just war, really? I guess I’ll have to sign onto your crew when you buy that ship.”

      “Well, I hope you like our gunners, because I spoke to them about it last week,” she said, obviously fighting a smile as her lips curled a little. “Mergillians are bonders, and they’ve been on half a dozen missions with me, so they’ll go wherever I do. At least until they decide to change their physiology again.”

      “What about the kid in the mechanic’s bay? You snag him a month ago? Or did you get him while he was still in training?” He was already warming to the idea of having the Mergillian twins aboard. They were great gunners and had mechanical training.

      “Oh, I have no idea what Shane can do. We’ll see. I’ll have to offer him a spot if he gets too lost in Rega Gain, though. I have a weakness for strays.”

      “Really? How many cats did you leave behind for this mission?” Cooper asked, cringing after the words left his mouth. Most Chasers didn’t keep pets after their first mission, it could be a sore point.

      “I fostered three dogs the last time I was at home for a few months. I like raising puppies, and they went to good homes,” she replied. “Besides, I’m allergic to cats.”

      There were so many things that made the mission different, and Captain Perra was one of them. She had never spoken about anything personal before, and he couldn’t recall her calling anyone by their first name. The way his sounded on her lips was distracting, it replayed in his head as he looked at the formation of the missiles. ‘Coop.’

      He was relieved when Captain Perra said; “I’m going to explain why we were called off at the last minute to the crew when the mission’s over. For now, we’ve got a strategy to refine and new calculations to make.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Cooper replied, refocusing on his work.
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      Execution

      

      The strategy was sound, even though there was very little creativity involved. Cooper hadn’t faced an intelligent guidance weapon that prepared for interception before, at least not one that was willing to sacrifice a third of the munitions around it to protect the rest from interference, but he’d seen intelligent bombs. Normally they found any way possible to get everything to their target, choosing evasion instead of counterattack. They were the most difficult targets.

      This one was showing more complex behaviour, and he was quietly but deeply grateful that he had an experienced Captain running the show. One that demonstrated that she was aware of all his proposed methods, had used them and was able to bring new wisdom to the plan. Their strategy was set, she made sure the crew understood it, and they were ready to begin their attack on the triple missile group.

      Compartmentalization was one of Cooper’s gifts, at least professionally. He was almost always able to push everything exterior to his mission out of his head. Fear and doubt were replaced by numbers. His ship and everything around it were plotted in his head, tracked on a three-dimensional chart that was always changing.

      Everyone reported ready, even Ratter, who was rolling around outside the ship, ready to perform damage control.

      They had finished decelerating and were approaching the first waypoint. “Deceleration complete, deactivating Booster Two.” The antimatter reaction stopped, and their containment system reported that there was less than point one percent fuel left in the tank. Their antimatter containment was perfect. “Boosters One and Two are stable with no reactions.”

      “All right, here we go,” Captain Perra said. “Initiating communications and sensor jamming noise on all channels, all spectrums.”

      A red light on Coop’s small communication panel lit up, indicating that there were no available frequencies for communication. When they planned their attack, Captain Perra decided that any failed attempt to hack the smart munition at the centre of the group would only make things worse. There was even the possibility of it taking the opportunity to back-hack their ship, so jamming it, taking its ability to communicate away would be the better course.

      “Confirmed, no one’s gonna be able to say so much as ‘hello’ if they’re too close to this noise,” Mechanic Shane Barnes said using the intercom. He was disappointed that his hacking skills wouldn’t come into play.

      “Integrity field on, set to maximum,” Captain Perra announced.

      “Inertial dampeners turned all the way up,” Shane reported.

      Cooper made one last check to ensure the ship was pointed in the right direction, then said; “Deactivating FTL Aura, transitioning to normal space on my mark.” A fleeting question ran through his mind then. How many years will pass while we’re taking these things out? He flipped the safety cover aside and rested his little finger on the stiff button on the throttle that would instantly deactivate their faster than light systems. “Three, two, one, mark.” He pressed it and did his best to ignore the groans and whines the ship systems made as modern technology fought the multiplication of mass and ran loopholes around physics. The transparent metal bubble in front of him made a thunderous pop as it dented inward near the middle, but it didn’t break. “Correct the integrity field. There is definitely a problem.”

      “I see it, I see it,” Shane replied urgently. “The phase is a little off, it’s fixed.”

      “Our mission will end with massive spaghettification and death if your performance does not improve,” Ratter said through the intercom to Shane.

      “I said I got it,” Shane replied.

      “Targets in sight,” Garma said from the starboard gunnery pod. “The rearmost missile group is accelerating towards us.”

      “Engage with rotary guns using antimatter shells until they are three thousand kilometres away,” Captain Perra ordered.

      The gunnery team - Garma and Gren - started firing before she was finished giving the order. They knew the plan and only needed to hear ‘engage’ to start doing their part. The rest of her order was necessary too, but they could listen to it while they were shooting. The hum of the motors spinning the rotary guns and the rapid clicking of the loaders as they fed hundreds of rounds into them every second were almost as loud as the antimatter boosters.

      Cooper kept the ship pointed as they approached the first group of missiles. He watched as they spread out on approach, quickly zigging and zagging, coming closer and closer. The first few went off, their small loads of antimatter bursting in plumes of destructive light, taking out the missiles next to them. It was a miracle that the gunners could hit anything without using aim assistance, but they were quick and accurate.

      That was the beauty of Mergillians, who had an organ in their heads that provided a high sensitivity to gravity, giving most of them an incredible sense of objects in three-dimensional space. He had no such advantage, so Cooper let his aim assist system help when he took a shot at a missile that was already near his sights. The mini-cannons mounted beneath his cockpit fired, sending nearly a hundred rounds after his target with a brief squeeze of the trigger. The ones that missed self-annihilated thousands of kilometres past the missile, drawing a small background field of white-yellow flame. A larger, much closer bloom of light erupted when he hit his target.

      “Second wave incoming from starboard,” Gren announced, highlighting a new group of five quickly approaching missiles on everyone’s tactical map.

      “Where did they come from?” asked Shane, near panic.

      They had avoided detection somehow, or they missed them on the scan, possibly sent much further behind the main missile groups. Regardless of how they managed to get around them, it was a frightening thought that suggested that the intelligent guidance bomb had pre-programmed everything around it in advance.

      “Entering the ship for cover,” Ratter announced. Somewhere on the hull, a trap door opened, let the small robot in, and then sealed behind him.

      “Launching countermeasures,” Captain Perra announced as she did so, sending a dozen small, smart missiles towards their unexpected assailants. A pair of point defence guns turned and fired as well, reducing two of the incoming projectiles to finely shredded metal in seconds.

      “Brace!” Captain Perra shouted the instant before one of the enemy missiles got through.

      The ship shook and spun, turning them away from their targets. Cooper ignored everything else and quickly reoriented the ship so they were facing the two groups of missiles that were beginning to accelerate away on an evasive course. They’d lost the initiative - if they ever had it - and it was up to him to make sure the gunners could hit their targets and keep up with their quarry without getting blown apart.

      “Hull breach, section M-Fifteen,” Ratter announced. “Mechanic Barnes is in emergency containment and I am proceeding with the application of a hull patch.”

      “This is going too long,” Captain Perra said under her breath right before the gunners resumed firing as the ship was once again pointed in the right direction.

      Cooper was the only one who heard her comment. Everyone knew it was true. The best Chaser encounters lasted less than ten seconds, five whenever possible. The less time it took to eliminate what they were after, the fewer months, years, even decades the crew missed back home.

      “Rear enemy missile group eliminated, firing on the middle group!” announced Garma.

      “Hull breach sealed. Taking control of Mechanic’s Station One,” Ratter announced.

      “All right, move onto the next phase of the plan,” Captain Perra announced to the crew over the intercom.

      “Launching Torpedo One,” Gren announced.

      Three seconds later their first torpedo exploded in a plume of white and yellow. An alert flashed, warning the cockpit crew about a radiation spike. It was barely within the tolerance of Cooper’s suit. “Torpedo destroyed. There’s a countermeasure turret on two of those missiles,” Cooper heard Gren shout into the intercom. Every missile they were after engaged their rocket motors then, and he watched as they started to pull away.

      “Get after them, shoot long range,” Captain Perra ordered.

      “We may run out of ammo before we strike our target at this range, they are pulling away.” It was Garna’s way of saying that the shot was almost impossible, and that was a rare thing for the Mergillian.

      “Don’t miss,” Perra said.

      “I’ll get you closer, just be ready. Some of those missiles may flip around and come after us,” Cooper said as he throttled up, pushing their normal main thrusters to their maximum.

      As predicted, three smaller, fast enemy missiles flipped to face the Monte Carlo and tried to take them out. Cooper caught himself smiling as all three burst into pieces, thanks to their gunners. He lined his crosshair up on the nearest wide torpedo ahead. His targeting computer zoomed in so he could get a visual and he saw the countermeasure turret as it spun towards them and let a burst of rounds fly. He squeezed his trigger for a fraction of a second, then evaded. “You hit it! The human hit one of them!” Gren exclaimed as he destroyed the other one.

      “It’s been known to happen,” Garna replied. “Launching Torpedo Two.”

      The frame of the ship rattled as one of their massive antimatter torpedoes was ejected from the front of the ship. Cooper fired the Monte Carlo’s retro thrusters hard, so they wouldn’t get caught in the blast. He was thankful for every milimetre he put between them and their deadly torpedo as smaller missiles from the enemy group ahead of them turned end over end and began to thrust towards it, using the last of their propellant to stop the torpedo before it could reach the main group.

      They would be gone in a flash if they were too close when it went off. “You’d better kill everything in its way,” he muttered to the gunners.

      “Switch to micro-flak, rip those interdiction missiles up,” Captain Perra instructed. “Good job, Breaker.” She added the last comment because he’d angled the ship so anything they fired into space would miss known planets. If they won the engagement, they’d send faster antimatter rounds after the cloud of shrapnel so it wouldn’t cause a problem for someone in the distant future. “All right, just keep up with them, stay in range,” Captain Perra said.

      Ratter announced; “Activating automated countermeasure turret one to assist.”

      “We don’t need help from computerized pew-pews,” snickered Garma.

      “Flack attack!” Gren shouted as the space in front of the torpedo was filled with tiny high-velocity shards of metal. The missiles trying to meet it detonated in white flashes of light well before they could stop their big bomb.

      “Firing torpedo three,” Captain Perra announced. Less than a second later, the ship jostled as another heavy torpedo launched, passing out of its holder right beside the bubble as its rocket engine flared.

      The first antimatter torpedo erupted in the largest bloom of white fire yet, annihilating the central group and the artificial intelligence-driven strategic bomb in its middle. The group of missiles in front of it fired their thrusters one more time and went out. “Taking a sensor reading,” Captain Perra said.

      It was impossible not to glance at the progress of their third torpedo as it accelerated towards the final group of missiles. Garma and Gren were firing past it at the same target, making sure that nothing could turn around and intercept it.

      Cooper could hear Captain Perra smiling as she said. “The front group is out of fuel. We won’t be seeing any more evasive manoeuvres.”

      The torpedo erupted and all the remaining missiles were gone in an instant. “All right, time to slow us down.”

      “The Faster Than Light Aura System has been destroyed,” Ratter announced. “All other systems are functional.”

      “Firing chaser rounds to get rid of that flak cloud,” Garma announced. Several bursts followed from both gunnery pods before Gren announced. “Finished. No one will have a bad day thanks to that stuff.”

      “Begin full deceleration burn, Breaker,” Captain Perra ordered.

      “Already doing it,” Cooper replied as he flipped the Monte Carlo end over end and deactivated the safeties for all three of their remaining antimatter boosters. He took an instant to angle the ship so it would pass by the planet Kambis instead of impacting on it or the moons around it. Then he activated Booster Three. The inertial dampening system whined but kept up. When he activated Booster Four, he could feel a lurch, as though his whole body had been punched. He tasted blood, and realised his nose was bleeding. His ears popped, and he flexed his jaw. The sound of air rushing around his helmet to eliminate any free liquid started up. “Are we good for Booster Three?”

      “Repairing dampener six. Dampener one has burned out,” Ratter said. “Repairs complete. Ready.”

      “Ignite Booster Five.” It sounded like Captain Perra didn’t want to give the order, but it came anyway.

      There was no time to question it. “Booster Five startup.” With that, Cooper activated Antimatter Booster Number Five.

      When he was fourteen, Cooper crashed a small stunt plane. It wasn’t a big deal since he’d already managed to land it properly, but he hit a concrete barrier at fifty kilometres an hour, causing minor damage to the craft but much worse injuries to himself because he took his safety belts off early. He wanted to be ready to jump out of the cockpit the instant he finished rolling into the hangar. He wanted to show off.

      The feeling of being thrown against the unyielding instrument panel was something he’d never forget, and he was reminded of it when he felt something much worse the instant he activated Booster Five. The sudden compression of his body in an instant didn’t feel like the kind of thing a human could survive. In the seconds that followed, he wondered if living through the cracking of bones and worse was a blessing or a curse. His vision went white and didn’t come back.

      “Coop, can you hear me?” came Captain Perra’s voice.

      Ratter started explaining what happened, and Cooper listened with ringing ears. “There was a point zero, zero, zero, five-two micron failure in the integrity field in front of Breaker, leading to a dampening over-adjustment in the lower half of the cockpit. I’m afraid he was subjected to an inconsistent overage of gravitational forces for…”

      “Cooper, stay with us,” Captain Perra said over the intercom.

      He made the observation that it was amazing how well made their containment suits were, the sound in the audio system was still perfect. Then he breathed in and forgot everything else as he was nearly overwhelmed by the pain that followed.

      This was death, he was certain of it. The only thing left was the mission, and he needed to know if it would work out. “Course,” he said, letting a river of blood that carried one of his front teeth flow down his chin.

      “You did it, we’re not going to hit anything and we’re slowing down as fast as we can. I’m activating the ELM system in your suit. You’ll be fine,” Captain Perra replied.

      A rush of drug-induced relief filled him, and it felt like his pain was very far away. It was the Emergency Life Maintenance System kicking in, taking over the oxygenation of his blood, starting a process that would treat the most urgent injuries as it put him into a coma. Cooper still didn’t like his odds, but didn’t have much time to calculate them as he passed out.
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      A Time Apart

      

      Lieutenant Cooper “Breaker” Anders thought he’d experienced the sensations of waking up in every possible way. His forty-eighth birthday was only twenty-two days away when he left the Nosku Solar System. In that time he’d had the opportunity to wake up with the rambunctious energy of a child, head-pounding regret of a debaucherous night out, the ambition of a young pilot who was about to go on his first mission, and finally as a contented husband with his young son laying between him and his wife. If you asked Cooper which kinds of awakenings stood out, those would be the ones he would tell you about. There were many other types, sure, but those were the ones he remembered.

      As he slowly roused to a new unforgettable waking experience, he realized he was perfectly comfortable. Every aspect of his overwhelming suffering was gone and he felt whole. The bed was so cosy that he was hesitant to continue down the road to full consciousness.

      Cooper’s curiosity defeated that hazy hesitation, and he peered through slitted lids, finding a broad window with a view of outer space. There it was, the green and blue Tamber moon that he once visited with his son. It was almost exactly the same size as Earth, so he had read, and was about to slip behind Kambis, a larger world that had been overwhelmed by black clouds. While Tamber still had its natural charm, the world it orbited had become dark, there were no signs of the technological marvels that were under construction when he last saw it.

      Remembering that he’d lost at least one tooth at the end of his journey, he felt around his mouth with his tongue and found a full set. Then, in the dim light, he looked at his hand and thought; I must have died and gone… somewhere else, because I swear this is the hand of a twenty-year-old.

      The room was sparsely furnished. There were a few drawers set into the smooth metal wall. The instruments of a normal hospital room were absent. Whatever medical treatment he’d had was probably finished. He felt fine, and they’d obviously moved him on to some kind of accommodation, not a hospital room. For all he knew, he was in a space station hotel that was charging him by the minute.

      It was time to find out what happened and where he was, so he rolled over. “I thought you’d never wake up,” Captain Perra said with relief. She was sitting in a chair on the right side of the bed, opposite the window. She got to her feet.

      The lighting increased slowly until they were at a comfortable daylight intensity and he took her in. She looked a little younger too, and was wearing a yellow jumpsuit with a broad black stripe down the sides. Three bars marked her wrists. There was a symbol on her shoulder where most military organizations placed the emblem of their nation, and it didn’t represent where they’d come from. It was a little strange, with three circles laid atop each other in descending order of size and position. The shape of a crow flying upwards was cut into the lowest circle.

      “You look good in uniform,” Cooper quipped, finding his voice a little different, but mostly younger. Finally at the end of his patience with the mystery of his physical condition, he drew the covers aside and found a body he hadn’t seen in nearly twenty years. “Okay, we died. Or I died and this is proof that there’s some kinda afterlife.”

      Captain Perra laughed and shook her head, sobering quickly as she replied. “We broke the Chaser record for jumping ahead in time. It’s not as bad as it could have been though, thanks to you.”

      He pulled the sheet back up to his waist, covering the beige medical shorts that had a tube running from them to the edge of the bed. The mystery of that device could be solved when she wasn’t in the room, but he suspected it was meant to keep him clean while he was in some kind of extended sleep. “How much time did we skip?”

      “Sixty-three years,” she replied. “There’s something else. Something that I’ve been dreading while they fixed you up. I knew the dampener systems weren’t working when I gave you the order to activate the deceleration booster. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” he said, unsurprised. “I knew something was up. Besides, was there really anything else you could do? If you took the time to give me a choice - to activate the booster right away even though it could kill me, or wait seconds, maybe minutes for the dampeners covering my section to be fixed - I wouldn’t have done anything differently. Besides, if you hesitated we might have missed whatever this is.” He gestured to the clean, simple room and her uniform.

      “It’s Tamber, but they’ve become more advanced than we could have imagined. The galaxy is recovering from a terrible disaster that was created by an organization called the Order of Eden. The Rega Gain system is one of the first places to bounce back. They call it Haven now, and it’s thriving. What I find most amazing is that we’ve arrived at the beginning. Their culture, their cities, their government and their fleet are only years old. Everything is new.”

      “Well, except for this space station,” said a short Asian man as he entered the room. His uniform was black with a thin red stripe down the side. The same three circles and crow emblem was on his shoulder. On the left side of his chest was a skull with a pair of crossed katanas stamped through its forehead, SAMURAI was written in place of teeth. The words: FIRST STRIKE FIGHTER SQUADRON followed the curve of the top of the skull. He went on. “When I was born on this station it was already centuries old. It’s got a pretty interesting history, but I can go into that later. It’s still being rebuilt, and when it’s finished it’ll be Haven Fleet’s base. You’re in the hospital section. I’m Minh-Chu, call sign Ronin, Wing Commander of Samurai Squadron.”

      The urge to point out something that popped into Cooper’s head was irresistible, so he gave in. “You know, ronins were masterless samurai, right?”

      “I know, I didn’t name the squadron. I like the way my callsign clashes with the name of it though, like a punishment for the cardinal sin of choosing my own callsign. What can I say, I was young and too happy to care about tradition when I picked it.” He shrugged then changed topic. “The doc gave you a clean bill of health. How do you feel?”

      “Good, better than I have in years,” Cooper replied. “Looks like everything’s there, too. Who do I owe for the tune-up and rejuvenation?”

      “Oh, right, it’s not rejuvenation. There was so much damage that the experts decided that a twenty-something rollback would be easier than a rebuild. Don’t ask me about the details, I’m just parroting what they told me.”

      “Right.” Cooper noticed that Ronin didn’t answer the question of price and looked at Perra.

      “We don’t owe them anything,” she replied.

      “You aren’t serving time to cover the cost of this, or…” he hesitated to mention her youthening.

      “No, I’m not paying for yours, and you don’t have to pay for your hospital stay or any medical services. It’s not like that here. My ten-year rollback was optional though, so that was different. I paid for it with part of the luxury credits I was given for being aboard the Monte Carlo.”

      “Wait, they gave you a reward?” Cooper looked at her wrinkle-free face and guessed it was large. Rollbacks were colossally expensive, last time he looked.

      “You’ve got a couple million luxury credits, enough to do whatever you want,” Ronin said. “But I’m here to tell you about the time you’re in, the Haven System, and to offer you a job. Well, uptraining that’ll end in qualification tests that’ll drive you almost all the way crazy, then a job. Your Captain showed me your service record and mission logs. I need pilots like you, but I want to make sure you know what you’re getting into first. I know, it might take a while, but I can be patient when I have to be. I’m sure you feel about as overwhelmed as a Mergillian digging up through bog mud after a long hibernation.”

      “Not that overwhelmed, but this is a lot to…” he trailed off as he noticed that Perra and Ronin looked past him to the window on the other side of the room. He followed their gaze in time to see a massive ship shaped like a stingray with a glossy dark hull. Fifteen sleek fighters with several small engine pods accompanied it. When it was finished passing, he looked at Ronin. “Tell me everything.”
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      Time With Family

      

      Nine days later, after physical rehabilitation and endless hours of watching documentaries covering the history of the Haven System, its new founders and everything that threatened it, Cooper finally made it to his intended destination. He landed his personal planet hopper - a five-passenger wormhole capable ship that he bought with some of his reward credits - on a beach that was unnamed when he was last there with his young son.

      Tamber was moving behind Kambis, entering a phase of darkness when he woke up in the hospital. As he sat on a thick fallen log near the shoreline some time later, the first glimmer of light was showing on the horizon.

      His head was so full of new knowledge. Some of it came from Haven Fleet, but he was allowed unfettered access to the Stellarnet, where he was able to confirm that everything he was seeing wasn’t just propaganda.

      During the short rehabilitation time, he was debriefed by officers from Haven Fleet Intelligence. Cooper assumed their kindness was an act at first, but as time went on and they started answering as many questions as they asked, he saw that it was real. In fact, it became very clear that they and everyone else who was allowed to know about the Monte Carlo’s successful mission saw him and the rest of the crew as heroes. Everyone knew the number - seventy-seven - which was how many years before the arrival of the Monte Carlo had passed for Tamber since its destruction was averted. Admiral Ayan Anderson and her entourage - which included her infant daughter who slept in a sling affixed to her uniform during the visit - presented him with a platinum medal that featured those numbers herself. What impressed Cooper most was that she was a military Admiral but in charge of the Fleet Sciences division. The meeting was brief, she had other appointments on the massive ring-shaped station, but she made sure to tell him that they were almost finished building a monument on Tamber to remind everyone of the Monte Carlo crew’s heroism. He was left wondering what it was because she didn’t fill him in on any of those details.

      Garma and Gren were there for most of his rehab. Before long, he found himself telling them why Tamber was so important, and that led to talk of family. They thought his son was on Tamber somewhere when they left the Nosku Solar System. Cooper told them that his son was only a boy when he left on his second longest chase. The one that cost him four decades.

      By the time he returned home, his son, Parker, had served for twenty years as a fighter pilot then moved up in the command chain. The list of victories was long, and there was plenty of footage of him crediting his father for inspiring him to serve with honour. Three months before the Monte Carlo returned, his son was killed in a missile strike while he was visiting his mother.

      Garma and Gren had more sympathy for Cooper than he could have expected. They had hundreds of living relations on a Mergillian world that they’d never visited. There were a few dozen who were still around and were looking forward to meeting them in person. They couldn’t imagine not having a family. It took a couple of days for the mood to be anything but sombre when they visited, and it was a relief when their usual good humour returned.

      The time he spent with the Mergillians and Perra during his rehabilitation was still on his mind as he sat on the beached log. All three of them were up training for Haven Fleet. The Mergillians were dead set on becoming fighter pilots, while Perra was starting to look at other options. He was still processing everything he’d learned. No one was rushing him, but he was able to requalify as a licensed pilot in a day on the new technology, which was easier to use. Job offers came in from several squadrons along with other divisions of the military, including Haven Fleet Sciences.

      It was enough to make anyone’s head spin. Getting away, visiting the spot where he and his son went swimming and fishing for the first time when he was eight, was the perfect thing.

      He ran his finger over the shape of the blue jay ring in his vest pocket. Then he took it out and looked across the dark water. “It took me a while to find this place again, but I made it back to our little cove,” he said as he put it on. “This chase was a challenge, but I got here. Even the new kid survived. Haven Fleet grew him a leg to replace the one he lost in the missile hit, so he’s no worse the wear.”

      As Cooper sat there, watching the pre-dawn begin to brighten, he recalled a picture of his son in uniform on the day he began service with the Fighting Jays, the first fighter squadron that he joined.

      After the rollback, Cooper could see a clear resemblance between him and his son at that age. While he sat there, sorting through everything he learned, Cooper imagined that his son was sitting beside him.

      A thought occurred to him and he chuckled to himself, shaking his head. “You, back aboard the Monte Carlo, I said; ‘God help me if I find a just war.’ The universe must have heard me, hell, maybe God heard me, if there is such a thing. I found one. On one hand, you have the Haven system, filled with good people trying to build a fair democracy. They’re wise enough to know that creating a utopia that satisfies everyone is impossible but smart enough, amazing enough to try anyway. Then you have the Order of Eden who is running a big corporate cash cult that believes that someone from the future is sending them messages. Of course, they want to take the Haven System for themselves and infect their democracy with their own oppressive ideas. There are other enemies, some that seem like they’re straight out of the science fiction shows we used to watch when you were a kid. They want to take all this away, and the more I see, the more I believe that it’s worth fighting for. The more I want to make this solar system my home. They have incredible technology, all the right ideas, and people here have the kind of freedom that was a pipedream even in our time. I wish you could see it.” That spoken thought silenced Cooper until the light on the horizon started to turn gold.

      “They saved the Monte Carlo right before the auto destruct went off, you know. I wonder if it’ll be at this ribbon cutting. There’s some kind of monument celebrating us, her crew, right in the middle of the Fleet Sciences Base they’re building. I always wondered if I’d ever get a parade after a Chaser mission, even resented not getting one during my career, and now that I’ve got a ribbon cutting in a few hours, I think it’s a little much.”

      He waved the thought off. “Bah, I bet the crew and the historical society guys will be the only ones who show. That’ll be enough for me, more than enough. I guess I never did it for the glory. Still wish you could be there.”

      Cooper swept his eyes, finding them brimming and laughed at himself. In the new light, he could see the little sandy cove more clearly. Tall, ancient trees with thick bark surrounded it. “The place has grown up a little.” Then, as he returned his gaze to the yellow-orange sunrise he said; “I thought I came here to ask myself whether I want to join another cause, to fight in another war but my decision was already made. I guess I only needed one more quiet minute alone with you. I’m pretty sure that you’d join the fleet if you were in my place. Nothing else feels right to me.” He watched the sunrise and when it was time, he changed into a new trainee’s uniform.
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      Cutting The Ribbon

      

      There was an island on the Tamber Moon called Haven Shore. It was given to the new founders of the solar system when they arrived by the provisional Carthan Government that departed shortly after, leaving the mostly uninhabited solar system ungoverned. When it was time to declare that the newcomers were in charge, that they were willing to work to make something of the place, they renamed the Rega Gain System Haven after that island.

      Haven Shore was recovering from a fire in the jungle, which covered at least half of the island. It was growing back rapidly as new buildings came up on the rocky side. The structures were futuristic to Cooper, who landed his modest ship - which would have been a marvel in his time - on a floating port next to the towering cliffs on one side of the island. There were hundreds of small ships of every shape along with public shuttles. Some floated directly on the water, while others rested on circular platforms that were held up on spokes jutting out from a central dock like branches of a tree.

      Running down the upper deck of the dock was a brand new maglev track, which he boarded along with a crowd that packed it. More than half of the people there were in dress uniform, and he wondered if he should have asked if trainees got one. He looked his kit list up on his right computer bracer, which everyone called a ‘command and control unit’ or com-con for short. A tall woman with a foreign accent who was wearing a pilot’s dress uniform with no squadron marking on it said; “There is no fine dress version of your uniform.” She smiled at him a little awkwardly, perhaps trying to put him at ease, and then finished. “You are in qualification and preparation testing?”

      “And up training, yes, Ma’am,” he replied, recognizing that she was a Lieutenant.

      “Then you are being trained by the military, but have not made your three-year minimum commitment. That is your only uniform,” she explained.

      Another pilot with a cybernetic arm that his uniform didn’t cover added; “You could program your uniform to take the shape of a jacket, it’s not outside of code. Here.” With a few taps and swipes on Cooper’s arm unit, the uniform changed, adding the shape of a jacket that had the same colours and markings as the suit beneath.

      “Thank you, Sir,” Cooper said as he tugged it straight. “I’m still getting used to these shape-changing clothes.” His breath was taken away as they made it to the top of the cliffs and he spotted the Monte Carlo through the window.

      Their old ship had been set on a heavy stand so it was pointed at the blue sky at a forty-five-degree angle. They’d restored it to look exactly as it had when they launched from Mure Spacedock with a full load of missiles, its boosters, and an unbroken transparent metal bubble. The armaments were hollow, and there was no antimatter aboard, but it still looked like it was ready for takeoff.

      He left the train and a young man in a white and purple Fleet Services Uniform took him by the arm. Cooper was hastily guided to the train terminal’s small side door as the ensign said; “When they said you’d be flying yourself here, I couldn’t believe it.”

      “I passed every requirement for civilian flight,” Cooper said, taking his arm back, but following the officer through a short, temporary hallway.

      “I’m not worried about whether you’d get here, but when. You’re almost late,” he retorted as he pointed around a corner. “Go down there, don’t get distracted.”

      “Sure,” Cooper said, rounding the corner as he looked up through a clear section of the corridor’s roof at the Monte Carlo.

      “Your neck is going to hurt if you keep looking up at it,” Garma said as they came into view.

      Another ensign from Haven Fleet Sciences ran up to them; “Please come this way.” He led Cooper and the gunners, who were in trainee uniforms that matched his, down another temporary corridor that led to the massive exhibit. He couldn’t see through the sides of the bioplastic barrier, but the sounds of people muttering as they waited started to become louder as he got closer to the other end.

      Perra and Shane were waiting at the exit. When his old captain turned around and saw him in a Haven Fleet Trainee uniform, she grinned. “So, you’re signing up?”

      He nodded. “I’m qualified for full uptraining. They say it’ll only take seven weeks. It’s the officer testing that scares the crap outta me, if I’m being honest.”

      “Does that happen to frightened humans?” Gren asked his twin.

      “Sudden defecation is rare, from what I’ve seen, but who can tell when humans are rarely seen without pants?” Garma replied with a shrug.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll help you out. They’re putting me in the Apex Officer Program, so I’ll be able to start a modern version of the Chaser Division. The tech these people have make it possible to do the same thing faster and without losing time.”

      “Need a pilot?” Cooper asked.

      He was surprised when she laughed and shook her head. “No. The tech they’ll be using makes the whole chase boring. You’d be putting your papers in to transfer out after the first mission.” She looked through the double doors at the base of the monument outside. “The days of the exciting chases, where we barely get it done and lose decades or more are over. I shouldn’t miss it, but I do.”

      “Can I quote you on that?” asked a man with a disarming voice as he offered his hand. “Gavin Hale, Hart News.”

      Cooper shook it, excited to meet someone from the famed news network. “Hey, I can’t believe you guys are still up and running.”

      “There have been a few changes since you left, but we’re bouncing back like everyone. It’ll be better than ever. I’ve been given the honour of hosting this event, and there are a few people waiting.”

      “Just a few?” asked Shane, who was in a boxy grey suit that made it clear that he wasn’t currently in any kind of military program.

      “Come on out and meet them. I bet most will be sticking around to watch the whole interview after. You’ll have a chance to tell your story,” Gavin said, leading them to the double doors.

      A microphone somewhere picked Gavin’s voice up as he stepped outside to a deafening roar of cheers. “Hello! I’m Gavin Hale.” When the audience of thousands standing around the monument calmed, he went on. “I have the honour of presenting the heroic crew of the Monte Carlo. Sixty-three years ago they destroyed a group of missiles and torpedos that would have obliterated Tamber. At that point they’d already sacrificed decades in the minutes it took to save us. Then they discovered that their faster than light capabilities had been destroyed, so they had to use those giant antimatter boosters to slow down, which cost them the seventy-seven years that brought them to our time. Only minutes passed for them, but it was sixty-three years in total for us. Here to cut the ribbon on the monument Haven Fleet Sciences built in their honour, using the actual ship that saved Tamber, is the crew of the Monte Carlo.”

      He pointed to the doors and they opened. Captain Perra led the way through onto a red carpet that wound to a stage at the base of the Monte Carlo’s stand. Gavin Hale said their names, leaving time between for the applause that came after each one.

      Cooper was overwhelmed, even teary-eyed at first as he made his way to the platform where a ribbon and giant scissors awaited. Then Gavin announced; “And finally, their robotic crewmember, Ratter!”

      He couldn’t explain why, but seeing the small repair droid rolling up the carpet towards him was enough to shake a tear loose and send it down his cheek. “Hey, little guy.”

      “I see we have made it, Captain,” Ratter said, stopping in front of Perra.

      “Yes, sorry for not turning you on earlier,” she replied. “I just didn’t want to reactivate you until you were repaired.”

      “I am fully functional,” he said as though he was satisfied with the state of affairs. Then he turned and angled his front half so he could look up at the Monte Carlo. “I will stay with the ship?”

      “She doesn’t need you anymore, little guy,” Cooper said, kneeling down. He didn’t realize the crowd could hear him until they were hushed, staring at a tall hologram that showed them what was happening onstage. “But I hear that pilots can have their own service droids.”

      “You will need me?” Ratter asked.

      “Probably. Well, you know what it’s like with repair droids. You hope you never need them, but…” he said.

      “You will need me,” Ratter said with certainty.

      It was Shane who asked Gavin; “Can he cut the ribbon?”

      Gavin Hale looked to the rest of the crew who nodded. “That would be perfect,” Perra said.

      “Then absolutely,” Gavin said as the crew of the Monte Carlo parted so Ratter could reach up with a slender arm and slice through the ribbon with his laser to cheers that made all but his ears ring.

      

      The End

      

      Just kidding,

      Cooper, Garma, Gren and Ratter will appear in Spinward Fringe Broadcast 17: Clash, then in Broadcast 18: Samurai Squadron.
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