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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The transport plane was a cumbersome four-engined jet, painted grey-blue for the Air Force and to contrast maximally with the desert below for easy spotting in case of a crash. When the piercing alarm came through the cockpit, they were cruising at five thousand feet about a hundred and twenty miles west of Sand Harbor, speed an optimal-fuel-efficiency two hundred and seventy miles per hour. 
 
    Two sharp screams, at a tone designed for maximum aural penetration while the pilot, one Brandon Ballard, thought what the hell. Then: 
 
    “Six-Three Alpha, this is Albatross Control. You have two bandits inbound on an intercept course. Repeat, Transport Six-Three Alpha, you have two bandits intercept.” 
 
    Ballard was blond, crew-cut, aged twenty-nine. There were three upwards-pointing silver triangles – meaning captain – on each shoulder of his pale-blue flight uniform. 
 
    “What the fuck?” asked his co-pilot, Ensign Murkowski, in the right-hand seat. He was a kid not long out of the Academy with a round baby face and disbelief in his eyes. “This far west? Can’t be.” 
 
    Ballard’s eyes went to the long-range radar panel on the control dashboard, one of half a hundred digital indicators there. It showed a pair of red arrows in wing formation at their ten o’clock, which meant just south of their east-southeast objectively. Two bandits, coming in at easily four hundred miles per hour, definite intercept course. 
 
    No time for rookie bullshit right now, not when it contradicted obvious facts. 
 
    “Looks like it is.” 
 
    He keyed the mike. “Copy that, Albatross Control. Out.” 
 
    They were an unarmed transport, not a fighting bird; in the back were about two dozen passengers and some pallets of perishable goods, mostly food. What the hell were Zinj doing this far west? 
 
    Worry about that later, and hope there would be a later. Right now was time for him to earn that lavish paycheck. 
 
    “ECW is yours, co,” he told the co-pilot. 
 
    “ECW is mine, sir,” Murkowski replied automatically. A second later Ballard saw the green light on his display that showed the ensign had assumed active control of their plane’s Electronic Counter-Warfare measures. 
 
    On the horizon, at about quarter to ten o’clock, appeared dark specks. Matched the radar. 
 
    Tell the passengers? 
 
    Downside: Might panic them. 
 
    Upside: They were clueless and helpless as it was. If he, Ballard, was going to die, as he probably was, he’d appreciate knowing first. Plus, they were really going to want to strap themselves in. 
 
    “Co,” Ballard said, as most of his brain watched the speed indicator, altimeter, the radar with those incoming bandits, “tell the people in back to buckle themselves up.” 
 
    Radar said the fuckers were still twenty-five miles out – twenty-three, twenty-two. Logic said that Ballard shouldn’t have been able to spot the red flare bloom from one of the black dots, but he did, and that forestalled other thought. 
 
    He threw the ungainly cargo plane into a sharp left-hand dive, aiming for the orange sands below and the jagged rocks that bloomed amongst them. His ears heard the co-pilot saying something; they also heard the sharp beep-beep-beep of an incoming radar lock. 
 
    From five thousand to four thousand feet, down toward three thousand , the height of some of the rock piles below. The desert here was orange and yellow, endless streaked sands punctuated by seismically-thrust-out rock formations. Some were rough and new, others worn smooth by centuries – millennia? – of sandstorms and erosion. Somewhere on top of one of the taller ones, as three thousand feet of height became twenty-five hundred, a communications antenna glinted in the sun. 
 
    The plane was tilted, angled, diving; two thousand feet above the jagged stacks and mesas. Some of those were that high, the very tallest peaking above them now. On the radar was a tiny, incandescent-yellow dot moving fast; that was the missile, far-and-away his primary concern at the moment. The inbound bandits had adjusted course too, noticing Ballard’s evasion on their own radar. 
 
    It was not the time for someone to – they had an override code, otherwise they shouldn’t have been able to – come into the cockpit. 
 
    “Carry on,” said a female voice. “Just wanted a front-row seat. Don’t mind me.” 
 
    Ballard didn’t take his eyes from the ground below him, the ground around him now. He had to put rocks between himself and that missile, and he had to do so – the outlines of the terrain were growing, transparent dotted shapes, but that was only as of the last satellite reading at the altitude he was at now, an altitude that was changing rapidly – at the right moment, or they would die. 
 
    He shifted right a moment, the plane banking in its dive. Left-hand pushed the throttle forward an inch, but only an inch. 
 
    “Get the hell back out of here,” he told the intruder. “Now.” 
 
    “Pulling rank,” came the female voice. “At ease and carry on.” 
 
    “Get her out of here, co,” said Ballard, and turned his attention back to where it belonged, keeping them alive. 
 
    They were flying at a thousand feet now, low enough that he could make out individual boulders dashing past on the ground below. Rippled, shifting sands, spikes at eye-level and above them; a momentary low beep as they briefly crossed the top of a pinnacle with perhaps thirty feet to spare, sand blasting up from the disturbed air. And that missile… 
 
    Forwards. Right a shade, to avoid an oncoming pile that went high into the pale blue sky. 
 
    Beeep-beeep-beeep-beeep, the incoming-missile-warning sounded insistently, as the yellow dot curved in directly toward them and a big rectangular shape loomed up on the radar, and as a towering orange shape in Ballard’s field of view. 
 
    I know, I fucking know, he thought to the audio warning as he leveled the plane, threw hard left, banking. Left-hand back on the throttle, six hundred feet up now. A lone vulture-like bird passed through the edge of his vision as the transport’s thunderous engines drove it from its nest. 
 
    “Got the rank,” that bitch behind them was saying. “Argue later, co-pilot; right now do your job. Give me audio channel three, do your job and right now that is an order.” 
 
    Ballard had more important things to do, and the overriding sound of harsh, guttural talk – one of the enemy languages, he didn’t speak any of them – in the cockpit was at least a welcome break from the insistent beeping of the missile-lock. 
 
    Besides, with that incoming lock, the missile close now, about to intercept, the high rectangular mesa on their right… 
 
    He threw the plane down more as the missile launched its final intercept burst— 
 
    And slammed into the other side of the thin mesa across from them, exploding. 
 
    He pulled back on the throttle, hard, too soon for relief because— 
 
    One of the bandits appeared ahead of them for just a moment, a pale red thing with a propeller on each wing and, below the nose, a rotating-barreled Gatling gun spitting thousands of rounds a minute of blazing death at where his transport would have been if he hadn’t slowed down a moment ago. 
 
    It would have been a perfect line-up for a kill if this dumpster on wings had had a single nose-mounted gun, which it didn’t. But the fighter would have to turn, its first missile had been evaded, and he’d bought them a few more seconds. 
 
    He pointed the plane down further, closer to the dirt. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The dimly-lit back of the transport was rows of inward-facing passenger seats along each side, people belted into them, and netted-down pallets on the rollers in between. The pallets were chilly, mostly frozen food; the passengers were aged between twenty and forty, a handful older or looking older, in an about-equal mix of sky-blue Air Force and dark-orange Army uniforms. 
 
    Egan O’Connor wore fresh blue, a polished silver ensign’s triangle on each shoulder, and he was shit-his-pants terrified. 
 
    Not because he was going to die in battle; he’d always expected that, hoped for that, because a warrior’s death was a man’s death and honorable. Terrified because he was going to die helpless in battle.  
 
    The transport jinked and swerved and something exploded on the side across from him, the right-hand side of the plane. 
 
    He was a pilot on his way to his first deployment and he was going to die before he got there because there were enemy this far west; enemy west of Sand Harbor when the Zinj fuckers had no business being able to reach to Sand Harbor. He’d trained all his life to fight in a combat jet and now his first action was as a passenger in the back of a transport, a trash-hauling cargo plane that couldn’t hit back. 
 
    Around him, people had their eyes closed or fixed forwards, their fists clenched or pressed together. Someone was loudly praying. 
 
    Dear God, O’Connor thought, may we make it through. May we at least crash-land safely. I want my crack at those bastards. 
 
    “Ensign?” 
 
    It was the man seated to his left. Tiny little shaven-headed guy – he’d stood five feet, four inches as they’d boarded, and might have weighed a hundred and ten pounds if drenched – in a uniform that was either bleached Army or sandblasted Air Force. There was no rank insignia on his shoulders, which meant he could have been a civilian or a buck private, and he looked somewhere in his thirties. Well, there were a few oldster recruits. 
 
    Maybe he knew something O’Connor didn’t, from the digital tablet he’d been focused on. 
 
    “Yes?” O’Connor asked. Tense, nervous. 
 
     “You happen to know an eight-letter word for ‘hungry’, third letter V?” 
 
    What? 
 
    “No. What the fuck?” 
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    “How about four letters, senior executive, final letter being P?” 
 
    The man seemed utterly uninterested in anything but whatever was on the screen of his tablet. A crossword? 
 
    A crossword now? 
 
    “You know we’re being attacked?” O’Connor demanded. 
 
    “And?” The man was indifferent. 
 
    Was this guy crazy? 
 
    “We’re being intercepted,” O’Connor insisted. “Enemy aircraft are trying to kill us. That’s why we’re making all these crazy banks” – another one came, throwing both men forwards against their straps; the tiny shaven-headed man didn’t seem to notice – “and turns. You do realize that, right?” 
 
    “And?” the other man asked. “Gotta pass the time somehow.” 
 
    He turned back to his tablet.  
 
    O’Connor closed his eyes and prayed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Three hundred feet up, redlining the throttle at three hundred and seventy miles per hour, the whole transport shaking. 
 
    “Albatross,” Ballard snarled, his voice high and loud for the radio, “we need help now. Before now.” 
 
    “On the way,” came the inhumanly-calm female control voice; calm because she wasn’t the one under attack six hundred miles west of the fucking Meridian where Zinj aircraft were not supposed to be, were not supposed to be able to reach. 
 
    More of the Zinj jabbering came over the radio. Their yammering didn’t mean a damn thing to Ballard and he didn’t have time to worry about it now; they were three hundred feet above sand level now, a shade more than twice the transport’s own wingspan, coming up on a big rock spire followed by three more, probably parts of the same formation, that ran north-south directly across their path. Doing three hundred seventy mph, that was about to be an immediate problem. 
 
    Equally immediate were the two red dots coming around, regrouping, about to be on his six. One of them was coming up hard on them, accelerating, on their seven now, and a yellow dot detached— 
 
    “Chaff! Chaff!” screamed co-pilot Murkowski, and hit the button. 
 
    Ballard reacted; they’d been through this drill and Murkowski had done the right thing. Now, given the terrain, it was up to him to make the more important decisions. With that missile launching from their seven o’clock and the rock formation barring their way in front, the Zinj bastards thinking they had to break left or right if they wanted to stay low where it was harder for missiles to hit— 
 
    Right. Hard right, turning the missile intercept into an acute angle, and up. Throttle forwards, pushing it forwards; his knuckles strained with the force as he pushed it and pulled the rudder up, over the formations of spikes. Warnings lit up too late, a glaring rainbow of bright colors across the control-panel indicators, as they cleared one of them with feet to spare. 
 
    Then down, down low, three hundred feet, two hundred feet, a hundred and fifty. 
 
    The missile blinked off into the distance, foiled by the chaff and the Zinj voices, already irate – but who could know? – seemed to get angrier. 
 
    The high-ranking bitch in the cockpit laughed. Then spoke up. 
 
    “V-O-Two,” she said in a calm override order; voice-override two. Then, onto the enemy channel in sharp, imperious tones: “Askel!” 
 
    One of the enemy instinctively – obeying an order? – launched a yellow dot. 
 
    You cunt, Ballard thought for a second as he banked his ungainly transport left around a huge boulder, sand blowing and blasting around them. Eighty feet above ground-level; one twitch would get them all killed. 
 
    The yellow dot vanished. Explosion a second later as it detonated behind them, wasted on some rock formation. 
 
    Ahead of them, a green dot appeared. Two green dots. Faint, implying far away; the intensity of a color on the screen said whether it was long, medium or short-range. 
 
    Help is on the way and they’re down three missiles of a not-infinite number, Ballard thought. 
 
    On the other hand, he was down all the altitude he could afford to burn, and some he could not. Murkowski had used up half the transport’s ECW, a nominal load since this trip was supposed to be a milk run, it always had been a milk run until now, and there were two fighters against one transport. 
 
    Seventy-five point one feet. They were low enough that the altimeter was speaking in decimals, and that was scary. 
 
    Ballard’s left hand unconsciously tried to push the throttle a little harder. His right focused on the stick, angling slightly to avoid an upcoming rock. 
 
    The red dots behind him were regrouping, forming up on his six. 
 
    The green dots were getting closer, going from faint to less-faint but still too damn far away given the situation. 
 
    “Ready flares,” his mouth tersely snapped to Murkowski. 
 
    “Flares ready,” the co-pilot replied. “On command.” 
 
    “Stand by.” Rocks swept by to their left, feet from their wingtips. Pulled the stick back and left-pedal down, banking the plane left-up to avoid another outcrop. “We got one chance.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bump, bump, explosion. 
 
    “See? Zinj aircraft can’t hit shit, like I always told you boys!” a grinning blond man was saying to the other passengers, a couple of seats down from Egan O’Connor’s right. He was in his late twenties, handsome in a square-jawed brawler’s kind of a way, triple black upward-pointing chevrons on each shoulder of his dark-orange Army uniform. 
 
    “Ensign, sir – you got pilot wings,” the sergeant called over. 
 
    The plane dove, left, right, down again, up, sharply. 
 
    “I have, Sergeant,” O’Connor fought to make himself say. 
 
    “They any damn better shots up in the air than they are on the ground? Doesn’t look it!” 
 
    “Take it from a pilot,” said O’Connor, feeling shamed. An officer had a duty to motivate and encourage; he had no right to sit cowering in fear while there were enlisted men in the transport that it was his duty to lead.  
 
    This sergeant – an enlisted man while O’Connor was an officer; graduated from the Academy, commissioned by the Secretary and sworn by God to the Union! – had shamed him. 
 
    Good man, and O’Connor would do his part now, run for a bit with the ball the sergeant had put into play and kicked over. 
 
    “Take it from a pilot,” O’Connor repeated. “Those bastards can’t shoot worth a damn. Their excuses for pilots as well as whatever trash they call soldiers!” 
 
    “See?” the sergeant picked it back up. He turned to O’Connor and gave the ensign a grin, which was far more satisfying than it should have been. Respect from a man who’s seen the bullets fly! “Ensign here knows, he’s fought the buggers, hasn’t he!” 
 
    The plane banked left, dove, threw itself up sharply then down-right hard, throwing O’Connor and the other men on his side forwards. The tiny shaven-headed man to his left seemed inert in his seatbelt, focused on his tablet, tapping a booted foot. 
 
    “Haven’t fought them this side of the Meridian,” O’Connor said, taking a risk. He couldn’t say he’d fought them here or anywhere, except in video games; the Academy honor code said I will not lie, cheat or steal or tolerate those who do, and so far as he was concerned even morale-boosting lies were still lies. 
 
    But he didn’t have to tell them everything, so he chose his words carefully. 
 
    “Nobody’s fought them this side of the Meridian,” he went on, “because the fuckers haven’t been stupid enough to come this far west before!” 
 
    A staccato underpinning came beneath the steady thrumming noise of the transport’s engines through the thin metal sides of their compartment. And then a chudder and a deafening din as gunfire tore through same thin metal of the aircraft; ripped metal screeched, impacts thumped, and someone screamed. Someone else cried for his mother, and O’Connor found his mouth praying: 
 
    “Strength of thy long spear by me,” he implored St. Lugh, and then opened his eyes. No saints protected cowards, or at least no saints worth praying to did; he’d face his death with eyes open. 
 
    “They missed!” the Army sergeant grinned, not looking at O’Connor because, he thought, he doesn’t need to wink or grin at me to know that as an officer I’ll do my part while I can. “See what I told you about how those pissant ragheads can’t shoot worth jack?” 
 
    There were bullet-holes through the transport and something in one of the pallets was leaking green sauce into the rollers, but O’Connor knew what he’d sworn to. The screams sounded like fear, not pain; nobody seemed to be hurt. 
 
    “Sergeant, those fire-worshipping nut-job fanatics couldn’t hit their wives with a good load of dick when it’s right inside `em. Why do you think they need four wives for every husband?” 
 
    The Academy training had been mostly about leadership, tactics, discipline and most importantly flying well and all the theory behind that, but O’Connor thought he had that part right about Zinj culture. Not that it was important. 
 
    “Because the other three blow themselves up in some intramural squabbling?” the sergeant asked. 
 
    “That, and because it takes four tries before they can even put a seed in!” O’Connor said. The words helped; bluster really did keep the fear away. 
 
    He caught the eye of a young enlisted female airman and nodded; couldn’t see across the aisle due to those damn food pallets, so he turned to his left. 
 
    The small, shaven-headed guy turned to look at him. 
 
    “Ya-ya fucks can’t hit shit, can they?” O’Connor smirked, as the plane sharply banked left, then just-as-sharply right. 
 
    “Some of the Zinj can aim just fine,” said the other man evenly. “Some of our people, on the other hand, could stand to work on their forwards deflection.” 
 
    Forwards deflection meant aiming ahead of your target if it was moving; that was first-year basic theory at the Academy, but O’Connor was mildly surprised to hear the term coming from a civilian or a private. 
 
    Then he saw the bullet-hole through the middle of the seat between him and the man. A hole through the bottom of the seat, which meant it had been fired from closer-to below than behind. Fired from someone who’d been under them. 
 
    “Any suggestions on a six-letter word for ‘simple’, second letter O, second-last being S?” the nutcase asked, as though they hadn’t just been shot at – hit! – by somebody on their own side. 
 
    “You fucking crazy?” O’Connor demanded, then got control of himself: “Seriously, Zinj, are you fucking crazy coming this far just to die when you could have saved a load of perfectly good fuel by dying your side of the Line?” 
 
    “Don’t think that’s it, Ensign,” said the man. 
 
    More staccato gunfire. The plane banked, right, hard, enough to throw everyone on O’Connor’s side forwards into their belt straps. Someone screamed; the blond sergeant to O’Connor’s right had his fists tight and his teeth clenched, which seemed like a good enough idea for him to emulate. The nut to O’Connor’s left casually scanned his index finger over his tablet, tapping the screen a couple of times. 
 
    Gunfire ripped through the top of the transport as it angled upwards. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ballard took the ungainly blue transport, its engines roaring and straining, well into the redlined part of the dial at almost four hundred miles per hour. The aircraft was shaking and vibrating; not just the engines but the whole airframe, not designed or built to withstand this much speed for this long a time.  
 
    Its airframe was shaking, trembling; control surfaces less responsive than they should have been, no margin of error at this point since he was having to lift them above rocks, then dive down and right now— 
 
    He yanked the stick left and the rudder up and his left hand would have pushed the throttle forwards except that the physical thing was already at maximum that way. The transport turned on its side as red tracers ripped through it, punching and penetrating the already-stressed steel; something whipped over Ballard’s head and something in the ceiling exploded. 
 
    Then tracers, solid streams of red Gatling-gun flame, were underneath them. Cackling – it sounded like cackling – came in the guttural Zinj language over the radio. 
 
    The woman standing behind them raised her voice for the radio to pick up and then spoke something back, equally guttural and unintelligible. 
 
    There was an uproar; both enemy voices snarled at once, and flames lashed underneath the transport. Long, thick streams of red tracer fire came from both aircraft, one for a couple of seconds longer than from the other. If Ballard hadn’t known already that the bastards were almost directly behind him, this would have been his clue. 
 
    Lining up their shots. 
 
    “What you tell `em, ma`am?” Murkowski asked. 
 
    Ballard aimed the cumbersome transport; big rock formation coming up, almost a mountain, and he angled to the center of it; if he were lucky he could buy a few more seconds. But they were out of ECM, on the dirt altitude-wise, and running out of tricks. 
 
    The woman said something else, and one of the voices howled. Fire lashed out; even from half a mile away – point-four, point-three, closing fast – Ballard could see little fountains as the Gatling shells impacted the mountain.  
 
    The stream of gunfire was fifty feet easily below the transport and even Ballard, focused on flying the plane at a speed and altitude that had no tolerance for mistakes, could tell that the Zinj was firing angrily. 
 
    “Just a couple of things no decent upper-caste Zinj ever likes to hear about his sister,” the woman behind them said. 
 
    Then she raised her voice to snarl something else in the language; part of it sounded like ‘kars umak’. 
 
    The response, although the jagged mountain-like formation was looming and Ballard didn’t want to give the faster-flying enemy aircraft any notice of his intentions, was another stream of angry fire. 
 
    “Or his mother,” the woman remarked.  
 
    More streams of fire tore into them and Ballard broke right, suddenly, the opposite direction to what he’d been thinking and perhaps unconsciously feinting. 
 
    His plane banked hard, hard; indicators blazed and alarms screamed as the transport turned on its wing, Ballard fighting for lift as much away from the forty-five degree slope of the mountain as from the ground itself. 
 
    “Try their god next,” Murkowski suggested. “What I hear, those guys really don’t like insults to their god.” 
 
    The red blip on their left, the other side of the mountain, suddenly vanished. 
 
    Blazing red tracers came from the Zinj that had broken right to chase them. Below, above, around, a few into their plane. 
 
    “I think,” said the woman behind them, “they can say that themselves. In person.” 
 
    Desperately, the Zinj plane raced past them. It was pale red, the color of eastern sands, a sleek dual-engined turboprop of the design Ballard had heard the bastards called their Jinn-class. 
 
    It was accelerating desperately, running from something, and a few hundred yards ahead of them it lost the chase. The right wing seemed to disintegrate under flashing pale-yellow tracers; then there was another burst that must have taken out something critical, because the plane became a fireball – red for a second and then blazing white, and then just burning wreckage falling toward the yellow sands not so far below. 
 
    A dual-tailed bone-white Viper jet drew alongside them, taking an escort position just outside the span of the transport’s right wing. An incoming chime came over the radio; Murkowski turned a channel to it while Ballard slowly brought his plane up, trying not to let the relief get to him. He was going to live another day, but not if he got sloppy this close to the ground. 
 
    The Viper kept place without wavering as they slowly lifted toward a safer altitude. Painted by its sharp nose was an eyepatch-wearing skull with a smoking cigarette in an ivory holder, clenched between its teeth on the forward-facing side. 
 
    “Incoming transport, this is Skull Delta-One Ironrod. Thanks for baiting the prey, not as though we expected `em this far west. Looks like you owe us one hell of a favor!” 
 
    The woman behind them raised her voice. 
 
    “Delta-One Ironrod,” she said, “this is Air Marshal Jaeger, incoming Sector Commander, Air. Looks like you just made a very, very good impression on your new top boss. Out.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Air Marshal Elisabeth Jaeger watched, standing up in the cockpit, as the transport made its final landing approach over the industrial district of Sand Harbor and down into the airfield. Below them were refineries and distilleries, assorters with their complex three-dimensional spiderwebs of carrier pipes between blocky concrete centrifuges; warehouses and plants. A railway line ran through the place, branching off here and there into industrial sidings.  
 
    Sand Harbor was an industrial town with a permanent population of about a hundred and fifty thousand, although at any given time there were a lot more temporary residents – off-shift rig workers and harvesting crew, mostly. 
 
    The transport crossed the airfield perimeter. Captain Ballard and his young co-pilot were throttling it back, focused intently on bringing the ungainly, damaged plane safely down. One of the right-side engines had taken some damage and had had to be shut down; there were holes through the wings and the ailerons and the rudder had taken at least one hit. 
 
    Jaeger was forty-eight years old, five-foot nine, blond and coldly beautiful in a high-cheekboned aristocratic way. Over what had been her left eye was a black patch; on each shoulderboard and each side of her collar were two five-pointed silver stars. 
 
    Bump, bump, as the transport touched down. A few more intent moments as the shot-up transport throttled its power back, slowed down, and then directions from the control tower. 
 
    This had been mostly a civilian airport, but part of it had been taken over lately for expanded military use. There were dull grey hangars with combat jets, low-slung buildings with flags raised high to flap in the wind. A work crew was assembling the frame of a new building, connecting pipe-like girders together for the sheets of construction plastic to go on. Next to that, a pair of excavators were digging foundation space for another. 
 
    They passed a pair of black Ninja attack helicopters on pads, then slowed down a wingspan’s distance from a two-story concrete building with high glass windows. A work party with a bunch of pallet jacks was waiting for the cargo; a few people with cardboard signs were waiting for some of the passengers. Jaeger looked for her own greeters. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The guy whose sign said ‘O’Connor’ was a little shaven-headed black man. There was a grin on his round face as he saluted, introducing himself as Air Corporal Percy. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” said O’Connor. “We going far?” 
 
    “Just to the ready room, sir. Want me to carry one of those bags?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t object.” O’Connor had an overstuffed duffel in one hand and a light backpack in the other; he handed over the light pack. 
 
    O’Connor was a little guy himself, five foot seven and wiry. His hair was fiery red, cut short, slicked back.  
 
    “Looks like you ran into some fun on the ride in, huh? Come on, sir, this way.” 
 
    Corporal Percy led them into the terminal, onto a white-tiled concourse with a coffee-and-donut store at one end and a fast-food burger place at the other, rows of seats by the gates and along the windows. 
 
    “Looks civilian,” O’Connor observed. Both the burger place and the donut shop seemed open, although neither looked to be doing a whole lot of business. 
 
    “It was, before the Zinj started making problems in range of here. We needed more capacity for local operations as well as logistical pipeline, citizens needed less, they’d almost finished building the new terminal so the city just leased it over to us.” 
 
    They passed down the concourse, turned right through a door that in civilian times would probably have had a STAFF ONLY sign on it. Now it was just wedged open. On the other side was a big room full of industrial-grade shelving, loaded high with cardboard and plastic boxes labelled with serial numbers, descriptions and QR codes. Parts warehouse. 
 
    Percy knew the way; O’Connor had the sixty-pound duffel to haul so it was harder to move that fast, but he wasn’t going to let that stop him. The warehouse was bigger than he’d first thought, and then they were in a long corridor that seemed to be going between buildings. 
 
    A few other people passed them in one direction or the other, and once they had to edge around a pair of Army grunts manhandling a huge mechanical dolly the other way. 
 
    The squadron ready room, a couple more turns and another long corridor later, was a big classroom-type space. On one end were rows of chairs in front of a small platform and a mike stand, with a couple of big screens against the wall behind those.  
 
    On the other side of the room were tables with comfortable chairs, including a few wheeled office-type ones. Fifteen or so people, mostly in blue day uniforms but a few wearing flight suits, were sitting around; some were intent on tablets and laptops; one guy was reading a paperback and another woman was studying a textbook, making notes on a pad. A couple of digital screens hung from the ceiling; one was showing a radar view and the other was default-blue with white text O’Connor couldn’t make out from this distance. 
 
    Percy headed them in; they were past the rows of briefing chairs and in the space before the tables when someone noticed them. 
 
    “Hey! This the new meat?” 
 
    “This is the new meat, ma’am!” Percy announced. “Sir, this is Sub-Commander Brusil. Sub Brusil, here he is!” 
 
    Percy dropped the bag in front of O’Connor, saluted – ironically, it felt – one last time and turned around. 
 
    The other officers were clapping. 
 
    “Well,” said the slim, dark-skinned woman apparently named Brusil, “our new meat. Welcome to the Smoking Skulls, Meat.” 
 
    The name had the implications of a callsign, and O’Connor interrupted: 
 
    “Not Meat, ma’am. At the Academy and Advanced Flight—” 
 
    “You at Academy or Advanced Flight right now?” Sub-Commander Brusil asked. 
 
    She was silent long enough that O’Connor figured she expected an answer: “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “You’re with the Skulls now, Ensign, the 28th Squadron, and you’re Fresh Meat until you earn otherwise.” 
 
    Well, thought O’Connor, if this is the only hazing I get, I’ll be lucky. He’d suck it up. 
 
    “Ma’am, yes ma’am!” 
 
    “What’s your real name, Meat?” 
 
    “Egan O’Connor, ma’am.” 
 
    “Well, Meat O’Connor, welcome to the Smoking Skulls!” 
 
    There was a round of applause; some of the pilots raised their drinks or tablets in salute. 
 
    “Welcome to the Skulls, Fresh Meat,” said a huge shaven-headed black man with commander’s insignia on each shoulder. “Ake ake?” 
 
    What the fuck? thought O’Connor, but the commander was talking to the room, not to him. 
 
    “Kia kaha!” the others in the room responded. 
 
    “Upwards upwards,” the squadron commander declared. “Be strong! You ready to handle that, Meat? You think you’re good enough to fly with the 28th, Ensign? Because you can always go home.” 
 
    “Ready for whatever you’ve got to serve, Commander,” O’Connor shot back. “And then ladle me out a second helping, because I’ll still be hungry. Sir.” 
 
    There were a few laughs from the other pilots. 
 
    “Meat from the Academy always talks big,” said the commander. “Can this one deliver?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out, sir. Gimme a plane and point me at the bastards.” 
 
    “Won’t be long before we do.”  
 
    He extended a hand that O’Connor stepped forwards to shake. 
 
    “Name’s Ben Hauraki; I run things around here. They call me the Icefish.” 
 
    “Sir. Good to be here.” 
 
    “Brusil’s my XO and commands Bravo flight. This lanky bastard here” – a beanpole of a tanned blond sub-commander came over – “is Simon Jimmy-Jane, squadron intel and operations officer. Don’t let his hick-yokel act fool you, Meat; Jimmy-Jane grew up out here. Maybe his dad did marry his cousin, but he’s one of the sharpest bastards I’ve ever worked with, especially when it coms to knowing the ground, the terrain and how the Zinj think.” 
 
    There were more introductions. Pilots from three of the squadron’s four flights were on hand; Delta was flying right now, it had been their turn on ready status and they’d been scrambled for this sudden incursion. 
 
    Something changed on the video screen showing the blue. There was a buzz. 
 
    “Well, hey-O!” said Hauraki, turning around. “Looks like Ironrod’s fourth was just confirmed – gun kill, too! And Mouse got herself a second scratch. Ake ake!” 
 
    “Kia kaha!” the others called back. 
 
    “Well, congratulations to him and shame on the Mouse for not getting `em both – girl’s hungry enough!” said Hauraki. “Three more and she’ll have made cat.” 
 
    “June really doesn’t like her callsign,” another ensign murmured to O’Connor. 
 
    Percy had left O’Connor’s pack on a seat and departed; Hauraki turned to the ensign who’d whispered. 
 
    “Rumble, you want to show Meat to his quarters and give him the lay of things?” 
 
    “Glad to, sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rumble, real name Jintao Yoko, was a crew-cut man of Asian ancestry, slim and small. Carrying O’Connor’s pack, he led them through more corridors, past a hangar where ground crews were working on a Viper’s engines. 
 
    “We’re on three-one rotation,” he explained. “Three weeks out east, carrier or forward-base duty, one week back home. So you’re only going to live here a quarter of the time.” 
 
    “Came out to fight,” said O’Connor cheerfully. 
 
    “Say that after you’ve been in carrier quarters for two and a half weeks, flying two sorties a day every day, and getting shot at one in three of those.” 
 
    “The Zinj are that aggressive?” 
 
    “Dude.” Yoko stopped walking. “Today they came across the Meridian and made attacks west of Sand Harbor. Hell, you were on one of the transports they shot up.” 
 
    “One of them? There were others?” 
 
    “You were on the one that made it; two went down. We were supposed to get two rookies, not just you. They also went after a logistics waystation, fired missiles into the city, shot up a couple of ground convoys and God knows what else. Biggest escalation we’ve seen in a long while.” 
 
    “How do you think we’re going to retaliate?” 
 
    Yoko rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Last time they upped things – bombed a mining supply town in the Disputed Territories, killed thirty-one people there, plus attacks on a bunch of harvesters and rigs, sixty-some civilians dead in all, a dozen Army and a couple of airmen?” 
 
    “They’ve done that much?” 
 
    “They do it regularly. You don’t hear about it in the news because I suppose sports and celebrities are more important. But you know how we responded to that?” 
 
    “Blew the shit out of them?” 
 
    “You wish. I wish. We sent `em a strongly-worded letter of protest and apologized for provoking them. The next day they bombed a rig cluster and shot down two supply planes. Killed nine more dudes. We sent another apology.” 
 
    “That’s fucked up.” 
 
    “They push, we defend ourselves but retreat. They push further, our ROEs are tightened further and the miners are too scared to go out where they have every right to be because we’re not allowed to defend them, or ourselves. Welcome to this administration, Meat. Welcome to Eastern Watch. Welcome to the desert.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Eastern Watch, ma’am,” said Air Marshal Jaeger’s new XO after the short assumption-of-command ceremony, which had mostly consisted of a retinal scan, DNA verification and an oath. 
 
    “Welcome aboard, ma’am,” said her senior NCO, Command Leading Chief Smyth. He was a grizzled tanned guy whose muscles made him seem wider than he was tall. There was white stubble on his jaw and his scalp. “You came on a bad day. Glad you even got here.” 
 
    “Thanks, CLC,” said Jaeger. She turned to her new operations officer, an olive-skinned female vice-marshal named Tangetti. “Operations, there any update on losses?” 
 
    “One of the transports they shot down managed a crash-landing. No dead, two critically injured including the pilot, a few of the passengers hurt but most walked away from it. Other one was destroyed, all nineteen aboard killed. They shot down one Cobra, damaged another with the pilot critically injured and not expected to survive; his back-seater nursed the thing home. Damaged two more. Sixteen ground troops killed, forty-two critical, hundred-plus more wounded, one overland train and a bunch of other vehicles destroyed from the convoy they went after. About a hundred civilians, too; you want the property totals?” 
 
    “No. They’re too high. One was too high. Intel, they weren’t believed to be capable of crossing the Meridian. Who screwed up and how?” 
 
    The sector intelligence officer was a hard-eyed commander named Jenkins; he was a scrawny, thinning-black-haired man in his early forties with what seemed to be a permanently curled lip. Jaeger didn’t know if that represented an attitude issue or not, but she did know that faulty eyeballs or analysis were not things she had patience for. 
 
    “For what it’s worth? This is broader than we first thought. They haven’t cleared the details through Central Unified Intelligence for dissemination yet, but Central Watch” – the area of operations north of Eastern – “Southern, and North Equatorial have had major incidents of their own. Civilian media says something about a fusion plant hit in Red Mesa down in Southern, possible use of nuclears.” 
 
    “Don’t need nuclears if you hit the wrong part of a fusion plant the right way,” somebody muttered. 
 
    Yeah. And an explosion that big, that close to one of the populated areas that for obvious reasons fusion plants were built in the vicinity of, would get media coverage quickly. Fireballs made great camera food. 
 
    “That’s nice,” said Jaeger. “It wasn’t what I asked you.” 
 
    Commander Jenkins stiffened. 
 
    “Apologies,” he said without a grain of apology in his voice. “Not known who screwed up, but there’s a pertinent data point as to how the Zinj might have pulled it off. Ma’am.” 
 
    “Keep talking.” 
 
    “We don’t have satellites currently.” 
 
    Because, a bit over fifteen years ago, the Zinj had figured out how to shoot those down. Once you could get a load of metal grapeshot into orbit, across the path of one, it wasn’t hard; kinetic impact did the damage. Every so-often the Confederated Union launched new ones anyway, hoping for at least a quick glimpse; the Zinj promptly destroyed them.  
 
    It wasn’t much of a consolation that the Union in turn killed anything the Zinj tried to launch; until about fifteen years ago the bastards hadn’t had them, or the launch capability, in the first place.  
 
    She missed satellite intel. 
 
    “That’s normal. Go on.” 
 
    “So this comes from forward radar and ground assets. Big line of storms came down the Three-Fifty-Sixth meridian range, north through south, the last few days. We think the Zinj might have used that cover to get things into position. When the storms eased, they hit us.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    A young ensign had been hovering on the edge of her field of view for a little bit. Jaeger turned to him. 
 
    “Anything you need?” 
 
    “Ma’am, Mayor Quint and General Brodie are here to see you, when it’s convenient for you, ma’am.” 
 
    Her civilian and Army counterparts. Well, they could get back to the real work later, and plot a response. 
 
    Meaning whether Foreign Affairs will write the scum a letter of protest, or possibly cross the line and give them a strongly-worded letter of protest, she thought. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to my sector,” said Major-General Charles Brodie. “How the fuck did those raghead imbeciles manage to pull this stunt and why the fuck couldn’t your people stop them?” 
 
    Brodie was a big square-jawed man in his early fifties, his thick blond hair turning grey. A lit stogie was clenched in the corner of his mouth.  
 
    “Good to meet you, too, General,” said Jaeger coldly. 
 
    His handshake was a bonecrusher, a clear test of strength – ‘I’m a big man and I work out’ was the clear message. 
 
    I’m so intimidated, she thought, closing her own grip. Her right hand had once driven a straight razor deep across the throat of a Zinj mullah, her left hand over the man’s mouth while he bit and flailed, with the nearest of his bodyguards facing alertly outwards no further than twenty feet away. 
 
    “Record says you came up through Intelligence. This is a combat command, you realize? My boys are fighting men, despite the pansy bullshit out of Union City, and I need my air support to be ready to fight too. From what happened today, you didn’t.” 
 
    “From what happened while I was en route—” 
 
    “Military Academy taught us to not give or accept excuses, Jaeger. Don’t they teach the same in Air Force Academy? Or did you forget it through your career as a bookworm? I’ve spent my career rising up through combat commands, Jaeger. Combat commands. I’m a combat commander and this is a combat command and I expect my troops to fight, not make excuses.” 
 
    “Noted,” Jaeger said coldly to the man, glancing at the ribbons on his chest. Plenty of meritorious-service and ops-participation stuff, but his ribbons told the same story as the personnel file she’d glanced over earlier. Brodie had never seen action from anywhere closer than a brigade HQ, and he’d hadn’t exactly been commanding that brigade. 
 
    “Sort out the dick-measuring later, soldiers,” said a tanned civilian in his seventies with stiff, brushed-back white hair and a well-tailored but sand-marked black suit. “They killed my people. There’s a hundred and twenty dead, five hundred in hospital, a hundred-plus million dollars of their property destroyed and now there’s word the insurance companies might stop writing policies on shit west of the Meridian now. You guys’ job is to keep my people safe. You’re not doing it.” 
 
    “This is Mayor Quint,” said Brodie. 
 
    “Good to meet you, Mr. Mayor. I’m Air Marshal Jaeger,” she said, extending a hand. 
 
    Quint’s grip was strong but not brutal; the calluses on his hands implied he’d done some hard work in his life and the last of it not long ago. 
 
    “I’m Paul Quint, Air Marshal. Mayor of Sand Harbor and the surrounding area.” 
 
    “Including east of the Line,” Brodie sneered. “Thinks he represents the Disputed Territories as well.” 
 
    “Anyone else going to represent those poor bastards? Didn’t think so. So I’ll stand up for them if nobody else will, General.” 
 
    “He’s the local politician we have to deal with,” said Brodie to Jaeger. “Don’t worry about the civilians, I run interference with them.” 
 
    “You consider me the enemy, General? Me, I see the enemy as the sons of bitches who shoot up my people and wreck our livelihoods. Maybe you’d do a better job at protecting us if you saw it the same way.” 
 
    Brodie glared at him. 
 
    “General, Marshal,” Quint said plaintively, “I don’t care whose fault it was. My people go out to do their jobs, and my people are getting killed. Stop them killing my people, that’s all I ask.” 
 
    “Quit your whining, Mayor,” said Brodie. “When we can fight we’ll give them a fight. Until then, write the diplomats and nut up; my boys are on the front lines facing `em.” 
 
    “Mr. Mayor,” said Jaeger, “I’ll talk with my staff and we’ll work out a plan; if you could assign us a liaison, we’d appreciate it. General Brodie? I’ll remind you that our oath was to protect civilians. I don’t remember swearing to blow them off.” 
 
    “You’re insubordinate,” Brodie snarled. 
 
    “Given that I’m not your subordinate, General,” said Jaeger, “I’d say that’s a good thing. And since we both have work to do and nothing’s being accomplished here, I’ll say good afternoon.” 
 
    She turned her back on him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Ma’am, there’s going to be trouble after you spoke to the general like that,” said Jaeger’s XO, Vice-Marshal Holt, a few minutes later. He was a tall, brown-haired man with a cowlick. 
 
    “Rough. Let him deal with it. We have more important problems than a pissed-off treadhead; the Zinj come to mind. They came across the Meridian and killed well over a hundred civilians, not to mention servicepeople who at least signed up for the risk,” said Jaeger. “Until or unless Foreign Affairs or the First Secretary says otherwise, they’re not allowed to attack our people in the Disputed Territories. Or cross the Meridian, period.” 
 
    “They will,” Vice-Marshal Tangetti said darkly. 
 
    “Until they do, we’re going to assume present conditions. Which means they don’t cross the Planetary Date Line without our permission. Spoiler alert: they don’t have permission.” 
 
    “Until FA gives it to them,” Tangetti said. 
 
    Jaeger turned to glare at her. 
 
    “If the First Secretary says the Zinj get to cross the Meridian,” she said, “then the Zinj get to cross the Meridian. I swore an oath like the rest of you and yes, we obey lawful orders. Currently, the Zinj do not get to cross the Meridian. We proceed on the assumption that if they once again cross it, although I’d rather we kept them from doing so, then they go back east in the form of wind-blown ash. Is that clear?” 
 
    “I suggest we draw up alternative orders for a further restriction of rules of engagement,” said Tangetti. “We all know that’s what’s coming.” 
 
    “I suggest we make peace with Major-General Brodie,” said Holt. “He runs the ground show here, and he thinks he runs the whole show. He won’t cooperate until we kowtow appropriately. I propose we find a way to kowtow.” 
 
    “Proposal rejected, Holt. We swore oaths when we were commissioned or enlisted” – for the benefit of Smyth and the other non-officers in the group – “to protect all Confederated Union, allied and un-aligned civilians, property and interests while out here. We swore oaths to obey all lawful orders to the extent of our ability. We officers swore not to surrender our commands or any elements under it to the enemy unless such positions are untenable with no hope of relief. Cite the part, Vice Holt, where any of us swore to obey Brodie.” 
 
     “Ma’am—” 
 
    “Let me make this clear.” Jaeger turned, sweeping her gaze across the staff walking with her, the aides and security trailing behind. “Our purpose here, our sole purpose here, is to protect Union and neutral interests in the Disputed Territories and make sure the Zinj never again come near Sand Harbor. Sand Harbor is four hundred and eighty miles west of the Meridian. If the Zinj are not able to cross the Meridian, then the Zinj are not able to menace the good people of Sand Harbor. 
 
    “Opinions that are relevant to this, please speak up. Ones irrelevant can be tabled for the miscellaneous-unimportant-items part of the next staff meeting. Brodie’s personal happiness is not relevant.” 
 
    Nobody said anything. 
 
    Too afraid to, after I chewed my number-two out, Jaeger thought. That might have been a mistake, but she’d already been getting sick of the obeisance that people around here seemed to be paying Major-General Brodie. He’d been the ranking officer – Holt, apparently, had obviously considered himself subservient to the bigger, noisier man from a different service but a grade higher – for too long. 
 
    And that had gotten people killed.  
 
    Which stopped now. 
 
    “Air Corporal Wilpers, what do you think?” 
 
    “Me, ma’am?” asked the security-detail E-4 at the very tail of her command – walking behind the junior officers tailing the senior staff officers accompanying the commanding officer. 
 
    “You, Mr. Wilpers. And walk a little faster, please; I’m talking to you.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Wilpers was aged around thirty, a slim man with green-dyed hair. Air Force general regulations specified only hair length parameters, leaving acceptable color regulations to the discretion of unit commanders. 
 
    Jaeger didn’t care if her people’s hair shone in the dark, so long as they did their jobs well. If they didn’t, she’d have a whole different problem. 
 
    “I meant now; walk next to me. And tell me what you think of the situation. You were with us during that conversation with Mayor Quint and Major-General Brodie. You have full permission to speak freely – in fact, I’m ordering you to give me your opinion.”  
 
    “Ma’am, I was intent upon providing local security to your person and the staff officers with you. Ma’am. And the civilians.” 
 
    “Wilpers, if you weren’t listening then you weren’t paying attention to your surroundings and you weren’t doing your damn job.” 
 
    “You’re asking me for my personal opinion, ma’am? What I was thinking? You know I’m only a corporal.” 
 
    “From time to time I’m going to ask the E-1s what they think. If they have eyes, ears and brains then maybe they have thoughts we can gain from hearing. Right now I’m asking you, Air Corporal. For your personal opinion of what’s happened lately and what we should do about it.” 
 
    “OK, ma’am.” Wilpers swallowed; Jaeger could see he was very nervous, which was fine. The time would come that she’d ask the opinions of Airman Recruits, and she wanted to establish – wanted time for the word to spread – that she didn’t chew out messengers. No better way to blind yourself than that.  
 
    “The Zinj crossed the zero-three-sixty Meridian and you want my opinion on what we should do? Air Marshal Jaeger, ma’am, I think we should punch them back. I think we should stop gathering everything into clusters hoping the Zinj will give Major-General Brodie the fair fight he wants. The Zinj don’t want a fair fight, they want to shoot up civilians and aside from Sand Harbor and a few other towns, the civilians out here aren’t in big clusters. We shouldn’t be either, if we want to defend the poor bastards.” 
 
    His voice gained strength as he spoke, seeing that Jaeger wasn’t going to interrupt him and her staff apparently inferring – correctly – that they’d be in deep trouble with her if they did: 
 
    “I signed up to protect our people, ma’am. I think if the fuckin’ ragheads want to cross the Meridian, or go after our guys east of there, then we teach `em not to. I didn’t sign up to die as part of yet another diplomatic complaint, Air Marshal, ma’am; I signed up to defend the weak. And if those Zinj bastards want to shoot up our civilians, we shouldn’t be the ones apologizing. Ma’am, my opinion is that if they go after our civilians anywhere, west or east of the Line, we kill their asses until they can’t any more.” 
 
    “Thank you, Air Corporal Wilpers, for speaking freely,” said Jaeger. “I appreciate your doing so. Is there anyone here who disagrees with that?” 
 
    “The Zinj have some legitimate points of grievance,” said her civil affairs officer, a round-faced, middle-aged group captain. 
 
    Civil affairs? Jaeger thought in complete disbelief. You’re responsible for liaising with the prospectors, miners, and ranchers out here and you think the enemy who’s been freely murdering them have legitimate points of grievance. 
 
    “Our behavior has been offending them,” Group Captain Hollard went on. “We need to consider their cultural sensitivities and have more appreciation for their perspective—” 
 
    “No, Civil Affairs,” Jaeger overrode him, “when they are killing our people I do not have to appreciate, consider, or otherwise care in the slightest about whatever excuses they might have for doing so.” She didn’t bother to turn; he wasn’t worth even a glance. “Effective immediately, you are relieved for cause.” 
 
    “Ma’am, there are considerations of understanding cultural diver—” 
 
    “Air Corporal Wilpers, please escort the former civil affairs officer to his personal quarters. He is to be confined there under guard until the next available westbound transport, which he is to board. He is your responsibility until that transport departs. Next item.” 
 
    “You want plans to stop their carriers,” said Commander Jenkins, the intelligence officer. “No plans, but we’ve got some speculation. If that helps and you’re interested.” 
 
    They have carriers, she thought. Which explained a lot, but it was also a nasty surprise. It had been known the Zinj had the things under construction, but both military and civilian intelligence had said the first of them was half a year from completion. 
 
    Well, intelligence predictions were usually more wrong than not, and reliable data these days was rare. Post-mortemming that mistake was someone else’s job now. She had a field command; her job was no longer to gather or interpret data.  
 
    Her job was to act on it. 
 
    “Go on, please. You said they have operational carriers.” 
 
    “Or something else that could make carrier-like tracks,” said Jenkins cautiously. “They could bring them in under the cover of a storm, but they’re not going to launch planes in a storm, and they’re sure as hell not going to mask the tracks of something the size and per-cubic-meter weight of a carrier with much short of a storm.” 
 
    “So,” said Jaeger. “The Zinj launched attacks we didn’t fully stop, from carriers they weren’t supposed to have operational, by surprise they shouldn’t have had, at targets we didn’t think they could reach. Someone screwed up, and civilians died because of that. We’re not going to screw up the same way again.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” said Holt. “What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “Specifics, we’re going to have to look at. Changes have to be made around here, but I’m not going to make them blindly. What do I want us overall to do?” 
 
    She turned, scanning her staff and aides, addressing them as they walked: 
 
    “Our job is to protect civilians. Going forwards we do that job. Inside the rules of engagement given to us, we do that job by killing Zinj. If they attack our guys, they die. If they cross the Meridian, they don’t come back. I’ve said this before. Let’s get to work, people.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “And the body count continues to rise from the Red Mesa fusion explosion,” said the newscaster on the TV screen hung above one end of the bar in Sand Harbor’s Transient NCO Mess, “at 341 as of this last report. Field correspondent Andy Fleming, over to you.” 
 
    “Two quarters of orange,” corrected Sergeant Jimmy Newland, the soldier who’d bullshitted with O’Connor in the back of the transport as the Zinj attacked them the day before. Right now he wasn’t thinking of the rookie pilot; he was thinking of the swimming sensation in his head, the dull ache well on its way to becoming major pain, and the shit that had happened yesterday. 
 
    “Two quarters is one-half, Sergeant,” said the bartender, a fiftyish civilian with a thinning trace of hair over each ear, who managed to wear his black bow tie in a way that came across as classy but not snobby. He seemed the kind of guy who was very used to complicated special-orders from hungover troops on their way back to station. “You want the peel thrown in?” 
 
    “Of course I want the peel. And don’t forget the chili pepper. Three pinches.” 
 
    “Exactly three pinches, you got it. Oh yeah, and here’s your beer.” 
 
    The bartender pushed over a glass, which Newland picked up and took a lengthy sip from. Little hair of the dog never hurt either. 
 
    “…lot of missing and yet to be found, according to Fire Chief Miles Tamarind. But for the other perspective, here’s an opinion from singer, adult entertainment legend and reality-TV star Jenna Johnson.” 
 
    Johnson was a hot blonde, which Newland could appreciate. He’d seen some of the work that had made her famous, mostly because you didn’t have much to do inside the wire other than bullshit or beat off. Although how the hell she’d gotten a singing career was beyond him; any skill Johnson had with her mouth, so far as Newland was concerned, began and ended with holding it open. 
 
    “This horrible accident further goes to show that we as a species were never meant to use fusion electricity,” the celebrity declared. “Really, it’s terribly sad for the families of those poor workers, forced into service as drones for an unthinking corporate-industrial machine. But this is Gaia’s punishment of us all. Uh, Arkin-Gaia’s.” 
 
    “She’s doing us all a favor when it’s all going in her mouth,” remarked an infantry corporal. 
 
    “Throat,” corrected somebody. “Not her accomplishment until it goes well past her mouth and gets loose down deep.” 
 
    “...ounce of Ballerade, two beaten eggs, half an orange’s worth of juice, three pinches of chili and a dash of vinegar,” the bartender reeled off to Newland. “That’ll be seven bucks.” 
 
    Newland pushed over his ten and motioned for him to keep the change. The first sip of the lifesaving mixture hadn’t yet passed his gullet when his phone buzzed. 
 
    Fuck, he thought when he saw who it was. Top, what do you want? 
 
    “Newland.” 
 
    “First Willis here. You going to be home anytime soon?” 
 
    Home is the Toledo Valley, he thought. But he wasn’t going to be back there anytime soon – he’d re-enlisted for a purpose, because someone had to do this shit and he’d just come back from two of the four weeks a year they actually gave him a break –  so he knew what India Company’s first sergeant really meant. 
 
    “Yeah, takeoff in a couple hours with a serious escort – fighter squadron that’s rotating back east, maybe some others. ETA quarter of ten.” 
 
    Newland sipped the drink the bartender had given him; used the stick to stir it up, because egg whites and some of the other shit tended to sink to the bottom, and took another deep drag. It tasted every kind of awful at once but he’d had worse while earning his spurs, so he sucked it down and swallowed hard and thought of what the scum would do to Delia if they ever broke past the Foothills. 
 
    “Get your shit squared first and report at eleven, then.” A softer tone: “You all right? Cav ain’t meant to die mid-air, Sergeant.” 
 
    No shit. He’d joked with that Air Force rookie at the time, because you had to do something under fire and if you couldn’t hit back, you cracked wise – but for fuck’s sake, he didn’t normally put last night’s level of alcohol down his throat. 
 
    Unless it was a Friday, or a Saturday, or he was on leave. Then it was pretty normal. 
 
    “Cavalry ain’t meant to die at all, Top,” he shot back. “Fuck dying. Grunts can make history, Cav lives legend.” 
 
    “Just making sure you’re OK, Newland.” 
 
    “You make sure I’m OK when I report,” Newland said, because he was seriously not about to pass a blood-alcohol test until at least this evening, “and I’ve got the rest.” 
 
    “Just a heads-up, there might be a blood-alcohol test tomorrow morning. OK, Sergeant, I got a new ensign to mother-goose – see you at base when you get here. First out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Confirm you know when you can shoot,” said Captain Jane ‘Sauron’ Mordar, leader of Smoking Skulls’ C Flight, as the flight’s four pilots walked down the corridor toward their planes, helmets under their arms. 
 
    Mordar was a tall, pale woman, as close to goth as O’Connor had ever seen in the military. Her hair was jet black, her skin pale, and her flight-suit, a similar dark-green to what O’Connor and the other two pilots of the flight wore, was a couple shades darker. 
 
    She also had four air-to-air kills and nineteen ground-vehicle scratches. 
 
    Sub-Commander Brusil had quietly told him last night that “Meat, you watch your flight commander’s elbow and take her word like the Bible until you’ve racked up the tally she has. Do that and you can question how she looks strange, not that I’ll care even then. She knows her shit; watch, learn and do what she tells you.” 
 
    “If looking strange gets you that kind of a tally, ma’am?” O’Connor had shot back, “then sign me up for fucking clown hair.” 
 
    “Confirm how?” O’Connor asked Mordar now as the four pilots walked. He was nervous but ready; he’d done his basic time in Vipers, of course, even fired live ordnance, but... combat was different, everyone said. 
 
    He wasn’t likely to see it right now either, but he was going to be flying an armed jet to a forward base. The Zinj had gotten west of Sand Harbor yesterday; the chance of running across something east of the place was definitely above zero. 
 
    “Rules of engagement, starting. We get in deep shit, from sector command on down, if we violate them. Diplomatic incidents.” 
 
    “West of the Meridian too?” Last O’Connor had heard, and that was checking the news thirty minutes ago with the confirmed body count at Red Mesa being 355 and still climbing, Zinj were absolutely forbidden from crossing the Planetary Date Line.  
 
    Rumor said the new sector air commander was taking a hard line on it. Rumor also said the Secretary of Foreign Affairs was preparing an apology to the Zinj. 
 
    “We won’t be flying for too long on the west side of the Meridian,” Mordar told him. “Let’s hope we don’t have to worry about it; for now if we see them this side, Hauraki says we apologize politely and then kill their asses. East of the Meridian in the Disputed Areas, what do you do if combat-capable Zinj aircraft come toward you, or you see Zinj ground or air-ground elements?” 
 
    “Glare at `em, ma’am. And take evasive action as I see fit or as Lieutenant Jamison” – his wing leader, by his side as they strode down the corridor – “indicates.” 
 
    “What if they hit you with targeting radar. That and no more?” 
 
    “Threat indicator negative, ma’am?” 
 
    “Threat indicator negative.” 
 
    “Then we evade, report and await orders from higher-up.” 
 
    “Orders from higher-up,” Mordar confirmed. “Sometimes the bastards will paint us with targeting radar, get a missile lock, hold it for a bit and then let it drop, just to see if we’ll give them an excuse. We don’t fall for their bait.” 
 
    “Ballard fell for their bait,” put in James ‘Shaker’ Jamison, who was a six-foot-three blond with recruiting-poster looks. “Ballard hauls trash nowadays.” 
 
    “Captain Ballard got my transport safely to Sand Harbor,” O’Connor felt obliged to put in. “Faced off against two Zinj and lived. In a Freightlifter.” 
 
    “Ballard hauls trash these days,” Jamison repeated. “That’s because he couldn’t keep his impulses under control. And he got off lightly; they court-martialed one of the Witches’ jockeys around the same time they busted Ballard. That dumbfuck got cashiered right out of the Force for being an undisciplined trigger-happy disgrace to it.” 
 
    “Stupid rules, idiotic rules,” said Mordar. “But they’re orders, and we follow orders. Zinj try to provoke us, we show some fucking discipline and laugh in their faces. They provoke us because they want an incident. Enemy wants something, what do we do?” 
 
    “We deny `em,” said O’Connor reflexively; an Academy drill. You never gave the enemy what he wanted. 
 
    Seemed a little harder in the real world; not punching people who were getting in your face asking for trouble? 
 
    Any idiot can do the easy things, O’Connor remembered one Academy instructor saying. That’s why they’re called easy. Takes a man to do the hard ones. 
 
    Yeah. Well, O’Connor was more than just a man – he was, although he’d only seen photos of the legendary green hills he’d lived his life under a different sun to – he was an Irishman. The warriors from the green hills knew how to fight – and how to really piss off the bastards you couldn’t go head-on with. 
 
    “And if they do hit you while you’re following the engagement rules?” O’Connor asked, a rhetorical question. 
 
    “Then you give their commanding officer some next-of-kin letters to write,” said Lieutenant ‘Cock-Eye’ Castle, Mordar’s wingman. 
 
    “What the Cock said,” Mordar nodded, as they reached the end of the corridor. Slightly ahead of the other three, she passed her helmet to Castle and extended both hands forwards to push the doors open without breaking stride. 
 
    A hundred and five degrees of dry heat blasted O’Connor. It was a clear desert day and the sprawling Sand Harbor base was in full activity; a pair of Vipers raced past along dual runways, engines building as they headed for takeoff.  
 
    Ground crew were hustling their last-minute business on the field; a Skywarden control plane with its huge radar dish was barely visible circling high, high in the clear pale-blue sky above them. 
 
    “You ready to fly, Meat?” Mordar asked. 
 
    O’Connor threw her a salute. 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You good, Ensign?” his crew chief asked. 
 
    O’Connor gave him a thumbs-up. The Viper’s seat was softer than he recalled them being from Advanced Flight, thick plush cushion through and through. His right hand was on the stick – thumb-button on top controlling real operational cannon, although right now the gun was only loaded, not armed. His left was on the throttle; his boots were on the rudder pedals. His helmet was on, and he was scared but ready as he’d ever motherfuckin’ be. 
 
    “Ready to go, Chief Tyrell.” 
 
    “Do it, Ensign. See you at Cone, sir.” 
 
    Chief Tyrell reached up, slammed the Viper’s big transparent canopy down over O’Connor’s head. A moment later the man disappeared from sight and a second after that, O’Connor heard the wheeled staircase detaching. 
 
    “Skull Charlie-Three, Charlie-Four, this is Ground Control. Cleared for takeoff,” came over the radio. 
 
    He was Skull Charlie-Four, Fresh Meat for now. That was his cue: 
 
    Start the engines. 
 
    Jamison’s Viper raced along the runway to his left, took flight. 
 
    “Skull Charlie Three, Charlie Four, this is Ground Control. Go.” 
 
    “Taking off, ma’am.” 
 
    Throttle up. Slowly Forwards. 
 
    The plane started to move, its engines building and growling and starting to roar behind him, because the Viper was a sleek, sharp, bleeding-edge weapon of a jet with a whole damn lot of horsepower behind its two engines. Moving forwards along the runway, picking up speed, right hand on the stick, faster and faster— 
 
    Airborne, over the fringe of the airport. Then the city perimeter, a thin layer of warehouses and vehicle parks, then short cliffs dropping to the rocks and sand of the desert. 
 
    Orders were to hold in place, circling, while the rest of the squadron’s fighters took off, and then their support elements. Fell into formation, to Jamison’s right and slightly behind, as they circled; the first two jets of Delta Flight took off, then the last two, then the ungainly transports, rocking on the disturbed air currents the fighter jets had left. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Out east, into Date Line country. The Smoking Skulls, all sixteen Vipers, flew in fingers-four formation; A Flight in middle-fingertip lead, B and C Flights as index and fourth fingers a little behind A to either side of them, D Flight as pinkie; the planes in each flight arranged the same way around their flight leader. 
 
    Behind them were six military cargo planes, in twos, and then three civilian planes, two cargo lifters with passengers in back and a decent-sized passenger airliner, that weren’t even trying to hold even rough formation. Behind those were a squadron of Cobra ground-attack fighters, organized in the same fingers-four-by-fingers-four same way as the Skulls, and six brutally-shaped tankbusting A-44 Wombats flying roughly abreast at the very tail end. 
 
    It wasn’t a combat formation and there were far more effective configurations to protect air convoys; this was a simple show of force for the people of Sand Harbor. Yesterday they’d been hit by the Zinj, and hurt, when the Air Force was supposed to have intercepted them far before they could.  
 
    Yesterday the Air Force had failed; it was headline news today that there was a new Sector Commander, Air. Rumor said the new Air Marshal was a hard bitch who really didn’t like Zinj, and O’Connor figured this little show was her way of introducing herself. 
 
    Or more to the point, O’Connor thought, it’s her way of showing our strength and telling the people of Sand Harbor they’ve got nothing to worry about. 
 
    Hell no. No Zinj are gonna get close to this place now I’ve shown up! 
 
    Once they’d formed up, they flew over the city at five thousand feet, making sure everyone who was out or available could hear them, look up and see what was moving forward to protect them.  
 
    Then it was over the desert, at first just low sandy hills, traces of green shrub here and there. 
 
    Technically not all of this was desert; it was alpine tundra, dry plains, some of it even viable ranching country for cattlemen and goatherds. On the ground were sand dunes, rock flats and cacti, but there were also bushes, dry desert grasses, here and there a rig or a harvester. 
 
    Beep, said the radar, as its display lit up with a momentary threat indicator. 
 
    “Chill, Meat,” came Sauron’s dry voice over the radio a moment later. “False return. Ground spike.” 
 
    He hadn’t yet gone to action – should he have? – but the flight leader had clearly seen the same thing and wasn’t sweating it. 
 
    The Meridian region – Zero through Three Fifty-Two, the Disputed Territories, and a good bit further east as well, the ground that had been the Contested Territories until a decade ago, now it was firmly Zinj – was incredibly seismic, multiple continental plates wrestling hard for dominance very close to the surface.  
 
    That meant a lot of geologically-driven heat coming through, inflaming already-high concentrations of minerals whose value was mostly to the interstellars; energy storage and superconductors, and only the interstellar engineers knew what else. Incredibly high value, in more commercially-viable abundance than anywhere else in the human-explored galaxy, to the people with the big bucks beyond the high orbitals for shit like hyperspace drives. 
 
    Hyperspace physics had been explained to O’Connor, and as the proud recipient of a bachelor’s of science in aerospace engineering – like every Academy pilot – he understood at least some of it. He didn’t understand all of it, and he didn’t think even the postdoctoral-degreed instructors at the Academy really did themselves. Maybe nobody did, although the interstellar cultures obviously knew how to make the technology work on a reliable basis. 
 
    What mattered was that the stuff in the Meridian region was critical to interstellar space travel, and couldn’t easily be found many places elsewhere. There were complicated historical-political reasons – mostly related to an attempt at an Empire of Humanity on the interstellars’ part, which had failed in bloody ground war across dozens of planets a hundred and thirty years ago – nobody from space was going to take it, but they’d buy the minerals from whoever could pull them out and offer them for sale. 
 
    Which was why there were miners and prospectors investing shit-tons of money in harvesters for the low-hanging fruit on the surface and phased-magnetism-array pulling rigs for the good stuff down deep, despite the growing Zinj risk. It was why the Zinj were causing that risk and taking their own losses. 
 
    Issue being that the geothermal heat that generated the rare minerals, plus the properties of those energy-absorbing or -superconducting minerals themselves and their irregular spacing, could have weird electromagnetic behavior. Really not helped by some of the stuff the prospectors used to find them, or get them out. 
 
    Your electronics, beyond the shielded interior of your plane and not always even then, just couldn’t 100%-of-the-time be counted on out here. Or so the pilots all said; O’Connor guessed he was about to really see it for himself. 
 
    “Heading on out to the danger zone,” said Jamison. 
 
    “Rolling this deep?” said Cock-Eye Castle. “We are the danger zone.” 
 
    “Dangerous and disciplined,” said Mordar. “Some Zinj might come out to say hello. Weapons hold, people. That means you especially, Meat.” 
 
    Part of O’Connor blanched at that, but fair enough. You did pay special attention to the new guy, and he’d be the first man to agree he wanted to hit back after yesterday. 
 
    “Weapons hold, ma’am. I got it.” 
 
    “Good man. All right people, we’re outta Sand Harbor’s vision, we go to twelve thousand on the skipper’s lead.” 
 
    A minute later, the lead plane in the formation – Commander ‘Icefish’ Hauraki’s – slowly rose, going for a healthier altitude. The others followed, O’Connor easing back the stick and feeling the power of his Viper. 
 
    Sand and dunes and scrubland passed under them, salt flats for a bit, transitioning into rolling sandy hills. Every once in a while something on his control panel burbled from electromagnetic desert noise; nobody else sweated that, so he ignored it himself. Very occasionally, here and there, there was the bright yellow or green dot of civilian equipment. 
 
    “Forty or fifty of those you don’t see for every one you do,” Jamison remarked as they flew. “Used to be, they’d paint their shit bright for easy spotting if something happens and they need help. Now they camouflage `em to make it harder for the bandits, and pop smoke if they need a rescue. You’d think the civilians left out here would be dumb as fuck to take the risk but the ones who’ve lasted this long, they did not live this long by being morons. Desert itself can kill you a thousand ways even without the Zinj.” 
 
    “Some of the guys out there make serious bank, I’ve heard,” O’Connor said after another while. 
 
    “Not out there,” Mordar came back. “Check your mapping, Meat, and count to ten slowly.” 
 
    Oh shit, thought O’Connor, who had a suspicion about where she was going with this. He did as he was told. 
 
    Around nine, he heard his flight leader again: 
 
    “You said out there; now it’s out here. Fresh Meat, we just crossed into tomorrow. Welcome to the official war zone.” 
 
    Funny. For an acknowledged and official hostility zone – you didn’t get combat pay west of the Date Line, you did on the east side and O’Connor had finally just now started to earn his – the ground looked much the same as it had a minute before, yellow-white and barren. Not that at two and a quarter miles above it you were going to be able to spot wreckage, but – fires, maybe? 
 
    “Always figured the ground would look a little different,” he remarked. 
 
    “Go fly a Wombat if you want to look at the ground,” Jamison said. “We fly Vipers; we look at the sky.” 
 
    “Just keep your eyes open, people,” said Mordar. “We’re in bandit country now, and” – another thermally-spiked false return from the ground turned a quarter of O’Connor’s radar screen shades of red – “out here you look for the Zinj.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cone Hill – there was a mound of tumbled rock not far to the east that sometime in the distant past, many earthquakes ago, had been hill-sized and cone-shaped – was a single-runway forward airstrip next to an Army base that had been built alongside a small mining town about four hundred and fifty miles east of the Meridian, well into the Disputed Territories. 
 
    The ground around the rock island, as Air Control cleared O’Connor for landing, was gently rolling hills; what had been the Cone, about a thousand feet high and topped by a watchtower, radar and a bunch of antennae, was the tallest thing for twenty-plus miles in either direction. The hills were covered in something like sagebrush; a sandblown bitumen road passed east-west through them. 
 
    Adjusting for twenty-mile-an-hour crosswind, landing gear down, heading in. Sand blew in great crosswind-driven gusts across the landing strip itself as the Viper’s wheels touched ground, bounced slightly, landed again more firmly, slowed down. He taxied the jet over to just outside armored Hangar Six, as he’d been directed. 
 
    Chief Airman Tyrell, in charge of the ground-crew responsible for O’Connor’s plane, appeared on the access ladder.  
 
    O’Connor hit the button that released the canopy lock; climate-controlled comfort became a hundred-plus degrees of dry heat and wind-blown sandspecks. He released his harness. 
 
    “How’d it go, Ensign? Your first flight into bandit country.” 
 
    “Disappointed, Chief. No bandits!” 
 
    A whining roar drowned out conversation as another plane, probably Jamison’s, came down. O’Connor climbed out of the plane, leaving the canopy up so Tyrell could drive it into the hangar. 
 
    “This way, Meat!” Mordar called, gesturing. The hood of her flight suit was up and she was wearing sunglasses. Given the sand-specks blasting into O’Connor’s head, those sunglasses seemed like a good idea; he made a note to dig out his own pair. 
 
    For now he followed her and Castle inside, joined as they entered the building by Jamison. 
 
    Inside was cooler, but not by much; down a flight of stairs and underground, the yellowed concrete walls and ceiling braced against earthquakes by metal arches every couple of feet. 
 
    “Here’s our ready room,” said Mordar as they entered a smallish room with tables, chairs, a couple of flatscreen TVs hanging against side-walls and a much bigger one behind the low podium at the front. One of the tables was loaded with food; trays of burritos, plastic yogurt tubs and an ice-bucket of soft-drink bottles. 
 
    “Sit down,” the flight leader gestured at a table. “Rookie gets waited on his first time out. Tradition.” 
 
    Castle and Jamison sat down a moment after O’Connor did, looking down as they unwrapped their own burritos. Mordar joined them a moment later, put a burrito and a couple of the small yogurt tubs in front of him, sat down herself. 
 
    “Thanks, ma’am.” O’Connor tore the foil off his burrito. The other three weren’t eating yet; they were waiting for him. Was there the shade of a faint grin on Castle’s craggy face? 
 
    “Eat,” Mordar gestured. 
 
    O’Connor bit into the burrito, chewing and – pain. Fiery blazing hot pain in his mouth, down his throat. His eyes watered and GOD SO HOT! 
 
    Castle’s faint grin became a broad one, and he burst into laughter. Jamison was trying not to chuckle. There was a faint smile on Mordar’s narrow face. 
 
    O’Connor forced the rest of the half-chewed mouthful down his throat, ripped the top off one of the yogurt tubs, glanced momentarily for a spoon, god damn so hot how can anything edible be this fucking hot, poured the yogurt into his mouth straight from the tub. It was smooth and creamy and it did wash the pain away. Most of it. 
 
    “God damn,” he said, breathing hard. He wiped his eyes with a napkin. Still breathing hard. Cock-Eye Castle was still laughing his head off and Jamison was chuckling. Some of the others from the squadron had turned to watch, smiles on a few of their faces. 
 
    “Shoulda known the captain wouldn’t wait on me unless something was up. I got to eat the rest of this?” 
 
    “Yup,” said Castle through his laughter. 
 
    “Shut up, Cock-Eye,” said Mordar. “Meat, just so you know, when my wingman first got here – actually, we were on the Alexio at that time – and took his first bite?” 
 
    “You really got to bring that up, ma’am?” Cock-Eye asked. 
 
    “When then-Ensign Castle had his first bite, year and a half ago, he leapt out of his chair, spat it halfway across the ready room and howled so loud they could hear him up on the flight deck.” 
 
    O’Connor grinned. 
 
    “You did good, Meat. You’ll want the second yogurt.” 
 
    He did. Took the cover off, drank it. Tasted pretty good in itself. 
 
    “Rest of it should be fine,” said Jamison. “They only put the chiletepin sauce in at one end.” 
 
    Cautiously, warily – should he have gotten a third yogurt ready? – O’Connor unwrapped the burrito a bit more, took another bite. There were traces of the heat, enough to make him want to flinch, but he wasn’t going to give that dick Cock-Eye anything more to giggle about. 
 
    There was sour cream and chopped-up vegetables in there, and the meat was something unfamiliar – not beef or pork, definitely not chicken. 
 
    “Goat,” said Jamison. “Local stuff.” 
 
    “First colonists out in these parts – well, they didn’t come here directly, their ancestors came through some other world first, but their great-times-ten grandparents came from Earth; southwest United States, some from northern Mexico. Desert country, like here. Goats out here are the descendants of the ones they brought in centuries ago,” Mordar explained. 
 
    O’Connor took another bite. Tasted pretty good, now the pain was gone. 
 
    “Other thing they brought was spicy food, which the miners got way into. The chiletepin? Sub-Commander Jimmy-Jane can chow down a whole burrito loaded with hotter sauce than that. They try to outdo each other in making the most brutal, then eating it without a flinch.” 
 
    O’Connor decided that maybe he liked these miners. 
 
    “OK, guys. We’re out in bandit country which means we’ve got flying to do. Check out your quarters – usual rooms for you two; Meat, you’re with Rumble in A-10, ground crew should’ve put your bags already there. Skipper wants everyone back here, on your chairs ready to fly in” – she checked her watch – “forty-two minutes.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Jimmy Newland ran into Lieutenant Ojibwe before he’d expected to, while his hands were still full of heavy boxes. He’d expected to find the troop leader in his office, not this vehicle bay. 
 
    “Good to see you back, Sergeant.” 
 
    What the hell, Willis didn’t say which bay these were for, thought Newland, and put the boxes down to salute. Ojibwe returned the salute, looked at the boxes. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Top box is mask filters, heavy one’s electrolyte mix. First said to bring `em to the bays, since I was coming here anyhow.” 
 
    Ojibwe was a very tall, very spare man in his mid-twenties; six foot five with high cheekbones, jet-black skin and sharp hazel eyes. 
 
    “Thanks. Dickson” – he called to a sub-corporal who’d just finished checking the six big tires of the nearest Raider – “open those and divide by six, will you?” 
 
    Dickson waved a casual salute at the troop leader. 
 
    “Yessir.” 
 
    Dickson pulled the boxes aside and started cutting them open. Around them, other men were checking the vehicles, adjusting, confirming. Getting ready to head out. 
 
    “Leave was good, Sergeant?” 
 
    “Nice break. Saw the family, saw the old friends. Didn’t once get out of bed before midday. How was it out here, sir; any action outside of yesterday?” 
 
    “Little bit. The usual games of chicken. Hotel Company got strafed pretty hard a couple of times last week.” 
 
    OK, that Newland hadn’t heard on the way in. Of course, most of the news coming in was about yesterday, speculation about what the Zinj were going to do next and how the new air commander, who’d apparently been riding with Newland on the last leg into Sand Harbor, was going to react.  
 
    How the civilian government was going to react too, although not many people in uniform expected the politicians to do anything serious. Got your balls surgically amputated as part of the swearing-in, if you were a politician. Maybe there were a few exceptions to that, but as far as Newland could see there weren’t many. 
 
    “So we’re going out, sir?” Because they didn’t load you up with boxes of electrolyte mix – you added the stuff to water for extra hydration – if you were just running patrols around FOB Cone. 
 
    “Convoy out of Sand Harbor due here around half past,” the lieutenant said. Right now was about ten past eleven. “Some of them are going further. Crews get a chance for a shower, a hot meal and a stretch while their vehicles get a fueling and a once-over. Then we shepherd them on to 2/97 Armored. Departure’s twelve thirty.” 
 
    “Yessir. There been a briefing yet?” 
 
    “About half an hour ago, you just missed it.” 
 
    Huh. Newland had landed an hour and a half ago; half an hour ago he’d been taking his time getting his shit unpacked and squared away, in between deep sips of Electro-Orange because you sweated like a motherfucker out here and he was still hung over anyway. 
 
    Well, First Willis had said that he considered the most important part of his job to be mentoring his JOs and NCOs, which as far as Newland could see consisted of giving them a lot of little tests. This was probably one of them. 
 
    “You want to fill me in a little more, sir?” 
 
    “Let me just – ah, Troop Sergeant.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Troop Two’s senior NCO. “Newland, good to see you back.” 
 
    “You too, TS.”  
 
    Which he meant; Sergeant First-Class Geoff Miser was a good man and a friend, one he’d had many drinks with. Big guy in his late thirties, his black hair maybe thinning but his muscles still huge. 
 
    “Sir, vehicles all good to go mechanically, electronically and armaments-wise,” Miser said. “Need to be topped up on perishables; I sent LaVey and his crew out to fetch some.” 
 
    “Filters and the salt right here, TS,” said Sub-Corporal Dickson, who’d finished sorting Newland’s boxes into piles on the hood of his Raider. Six piles of each item, one for each vehicle in the troop, and a few leftover filters. 
 
    “You could always pass them around next,” Miser said. “Dickson, what did you think was going to be done with that stuff?” 
 
    “Dunno,” Dickson shrugged. “Kept in reserve?” 
 
    “It’s going with us, Dickson. Take one of those piles to each vehicle.” 
 
    “What do I do with the extra filters?” 
 
    “They’re mine, Dickson,” said Newland. “Leave them for me.” 
 
    After Dickson had gone, Miser rolled his eyes for a half-moment to Ojibwe and Newland. 
 
    “Good driver,” said the troop sergeant. “But I’ve met tenured bureaucrats with more personal initiative.” 
 
    “I was going to brief Bronze Section” – that meant Newland, who ran it – “on the mission, TS. Possibly over lunch. Can you take care of the rest of the perishables and report to me when done?” 
 
    “Yessir. Find you in chow hall or office?” 
 
    “We’ll eat in my office. Thanks, TS. Bronze, come with.” 
 
    As they left the bay, Newland snagged the four leftover mask filters – sponge-sized ones wrapped in white plastic – and stuffed them into a pocket. Impossible to have too many of those things outside the wire. 
 
    Especially not as far outside of it as they were going to be heading. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Commander Hauraki finished the briefing. The first part of that had been an intelligence overview given by Sub-Commander Jimmy-Jane, mostly to the effect that the Zinj factions in the area had been stirred up by yesterday’s trouble and probably inspired by it, so watch out. Hauraki’s part had been flight-specific orders. “You all know what we’re going out to do today. Any questions?” 
 
    Captain Mark ‘Ironrod’ Black stuck his hand up from the second row. 
 
    “Yes, Ironrod?” 
 
    “You said we get to sandbomb any pushing elements, if we get a chance. We get to – uh, catastrophically miss while doing that?” 
 
    “No and hell no, Ironrod. We still don’t know what those fuckers want; maybe they’re escalating and pulling back, maybe they’re escalating in the hopes of provoking us into a reaction.” 
 
    “Besides, you just got another damn kill yesterday,” someone said. “Why’re you pushing for tally scratches?” 
 
    “Bloodlust,” Ironrod grinned. 
 
    “That’s an order, Ironrod and the rest of you. I am not going to look the other way at any unfortunate accidents today or in the near future, because I really doubt Group or Sector will. You all behave yourselves. Any other questions?” 
 
    After a few moments he nodded, and raised his voice for: “Ake Ake?” 
 
    “Kia kaha!” O’Connor shouted back with the rest of them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Good hunting, sir.” Chief Tyrell extended a hand. Air Corporal Percy, whose gloves and forearms were spattered and gleaming, put the ladder to O’Connor’s Viper into place, climbed it, popped the canopy and jumped down. 
 
    “Good and fueled up, sir,” said Percy. 
 
    “Armed and loaded,” said a female technical sergeant whose name O’Connor didn’t know, but who seemed to be Tyrell’s number two. 
 
    “And mechanically just fiiine,” said the slick-black-haired flight sergeant in charge of the engines team. O’Connor made a note to memorize his name, too; these guys were sweating to take care of his wings, he owed it to them to know who they were. 
 
    For now, he shook Tyrell’s hand and then gave a salute. Then, after a moment – lowered his hand and saluted Percy directly, then did the same to each of the other two individually. 
 
    “Thank you, crew.” 
 
    Up the ladder, into the cockpit. Strapped himself in, headset and mask on; he hit the ignition and the panels and indicators lit up. Heart pumping with nerves, but oh hell was he ready. 
 
    Radio traffic came over the headset from control, none of it concerning him right now. Tyrell reached up, gave him a thumbs-up as he brought the canopy down with a click. 
 
    A moment later came air-conditioned comfort; cool and pleasant, unlike the heat outside.  
 
    And tension. This morning had been his first flight out toward where action might happen, but it had really just been a deployment forward. Now C Flight was going out on patrol, and if they didn’t at least see Zinj then, well, they’d have to look a little harder. 
 
    Seeing Zinj meant the Zinj were likely to see you. The Zinj had seen him before in the back of an unarmed transport yesterday and it hadn’t been much fun. 
 
    Might be a little more fun if they saw him today; today he was loaded for bear and while he wasn’t going to be violating any rules of engagement, he was damn well ready if they did. 
 
    “Charlie Three,” came Runway Control, “Cleared for takeoff. Charlie Four, are you green?” 
 
    “Charlie Four green, sir,” O’Connor replied. 
 
    “Then Charlie Four, prep for takeoff.” 
 
    Jamison blasted into the air. O’Connor moved the throttle a little bit, engines building, taxied his Viper onto the runway. 
 
    “Charlie Four, you are cleared for takeoff when ready.” 
 
    O’Connor hit the throttle and his jet began to move. Eating up the runway, past fighting positions and armored vehicles and what looked to be a convoy getting ready to head out, past coils of razor wire and foxholes, going faster, and pull back on the stick and airborne. 
 
    Mordar’s calm, low voice took over from Runway Control’s. 
 
    “Into wing position, Meat. Listen to Shaker, watch his back and I’ll see you at home this evening, if not in the sky before.” 
 
    O’Connor hit the power a touch, steered over to where Jamison was, taking position with the wing leader a couple hundred yards to his ten-thirty. 
 
    “Ready when you are, wing leader.” 
 
    “Shaker, Fresh Meat?” Mordar said. “Good hunting.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The last of the jets blasted into the sky from FOB Cone’s runway. In the shotgun-seat command position of Bronze Section’s Raider, Newland sipped from his water bottle and waited for the order to move out. Right now coming through his earpiece was mostly just chatter between the convoy-vehicle crews. 
 
    The convoy towered around them; three overland trains, huge double-wide trucks on massive eight-foot-diameter tires, each of them pulling three or four massive trailers on eight tires apiece. Overland trains that could cross anything; there was a secondary powered cab in back, for assistance steering and backup power if need be. They were painted the same yellow-brown as the handful of civilian vehicles with them, big eight-wheelers or small landcrawlers themselves, one double-wide towing a trailer. 
 
    About twenty vehicles in all, although the size of the three overland trains meant that the tonnage must have massed well into the thousands and possibly the tens of thousands. More had come from Sand Harbor two and a half days ago, but some had been taken out – five men dead, a bunch more hurt – during yesterday’s raid. Others were turning around here at Cone, having brought the soldiers and flyboys here the supplies, fuel and, most importantly, water that they needed. 
 
    India Company’s job was to ride guard on them. Newland rode with the rest of First Troop in the lead, six Raiders. They were followed by one section of Second Troop; the other two sections were outriders, that duty rotating through the Raiders in the company as they drove.  
 
    After that was the company-command element, three Lancers, and the long line of landcrawlers, all-wheel-drive trucks and civilian vehicles. Taking the rear was Third Troop and tailing well behind as a reaction force, once they were on the road, was Fourth Troop and its six Lancers. 
 
    The Raider was an armored scout, fast-moving eyeballs on six oversized wheels that could cross almost any ground. The Lancer was heavier, eight-wheeled, designed more for fighting than for running; it had more armor and about half the interior space, a real gun mount and a proper missile setup. 
 
    Right now all the vehicles were fully loaded with supplies; rather than grunts; space that would normally have been taken by the dismounts were filled with crates and packaging, with just two extra passengers – relief driver and relief observer – in back. Normally you could stuff six guys into a Lancer – its active crew and a fire-team of passengers – and eight into a Raider.  
 
     “This is Indie Six Actual,” came over the convoy network into Newland’s ear. “Convoy go. Repeat, Six Actual says convoy go. Indie One, move out when ready.” 
 
    Six Actual was Captain Bradford. 
 
    “Six, this is One-Actual.” Ensign Carstairs. “Moving out.” 
 
    One vehicle after the other; Newland’s driver, stubby brown-skinned TFC Barocce, glanced at him. 
 
    Newland nodded. Barocce hit the gas. 
 
    They’d already formed up inside the base, the last of the convoy organizing themselves on the other side of the runway. Now Newland, in his angular six-wheeled Raider car, third in what would be a long line, passed the road gate.  
 
    Watchtowers stood on both sides, amidst sandbags and dug-in positions. Infantrymen – grunts loaded up in body armor, sweating like bastards in the hundred-degree heat – watched them pass, from behind their heavy machine guns and anti-aircraft missile launchers. They weren’t envious; Newland had been in their place, too. 
 
    He might be in an air-conditioned vehicle, but the infantry got to stay home, where there were showers and hot food. He was the envious one, to the extent he could envy any poor bastard who wasn’t Cavalry. He was the one going outside the wire, into bandit country. 
 
    Of course, he was Cav. He was armored motherfuckin’ Cav Recon. 
 
    Outside the wire, into bandit country. 
 
    Again. 
 
    But fifteen days had been enough of a break for the bastards. If they weren’t goddamn Zinj, he’d have almost felt sorry for `em. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Weapons live, said the indicators as Jamison and O’Connor flew out into the desert. Their orders were pretty simple; fly over a couple of bases, a few known concentrations of civilian activity, reassure the kids on the ground that they still had friendly air. 
 
    Fly low for that, O’Connor thought. Let them get a good look. He’d enjoyed that little airshow this morning, knowing every eye – especially every hot female eye, and there had to be a few even in a place like Sand Harbor –was looking up, knowing guys like him were in the air protecting their asses. 
 
    That’s what he’d signed up for. That and to fight, and the other part of today’s patrol he liked even better. 
 
    Find Zinj. Find Zinj electronic activity, find Zinj ground activity. Find Zinj planes and water kites. Report first, then in accordance with the rules of engagement, ‘remind them that the Confederated Union maintains a vigorous military presence for the protection of civilian activity in neutral territory’. 
 
    That was what the briefing slide had said. Commander Hauraki had put it more bluntly from the lectern: 
 
    “Harass them, Skulls. Show them who has the skill and the technology. Show them they’re not welcome in the Disputed Territories. And if any civilians call for help, you jump to help `em. Orders came down from Sector today; Brodie’s tank camps can take care of themselves going forwards. Civs need help, you fly on over and show the fuckin’ ragheads what discomfort really looks like.” 
 
    Oh yeah. He was ready to do that. After the discomfort they’d given him twenty-four hours ago – and he still owed Captain Ballard and Ensign Murkowski a lot of drinks for saving his nuts with the awesome flying he hadn’t at the time, shame on him, fully realized from the cargo compartment that they’d been doing? 
 
    Discomfort he was ready to pay back, with loanshark-quantity interest. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Out over the desert, across endless hundreds of miles of nothing. The low hills around FOB Cone became steeper as they flew east, then volcanic rock formations; here and there at higher points was the glint of some sensor or telecommunications relay, its camouflaged and weather-resistant paint worn away by blown sand from the constant desert winds. 
 
    Arkin was mostly desert – even the better-populated continental-plate areas didn’t have a lot of open water, although there were massive aquifers. But it wasn’t a dry planet by any objective measure; humans wouldn’t have settled on the place in any number if they’d had to import something so vital as water. 
 
    Well, for the minerals out here they might have. But humans had been on Arkin, in the plateaus and valleys of the major continental plates at least, for hundreds of years before the stuff out here had been discovered, in greater concentrations than they were anywhere else in the explored galaxy. 
 
    Most of the planet’s water, though, was locked up underground and in the atmosphere. Gigantic ice caps formed on the north pole in northern winter, fled down to the south pole in northern spring to the winter there. That meant thick moist winds, and the first-to-be populated areas had been the valleys with steep, high windward slopes that would catch that moisture easily, or on the low rock plains with ready access to the continental aquifers. 
 
    Distilling kites hadn’t come along until O’Connor’s grandparents’ lifetime; in fact, his mother’s father had worked in a factory that made them – not their nanotech insides, but their sails and conveyance mechanisms still needed skilled workers to turn the designers’ ideas into something that could grab moisture from the sky using the wind’s own power to convert it. 
 
    Water kites were out here, too; O’Connor had seen them in a lot of places. Miners had to drink, and so did Zinj bastards. One approved form of harassment was to buzz those things hard, sweep them out of the sky with your jet wash. 
 
    The steep volcanic formations – peaks reaching to seven thousand feet, high enough that the two eastbound Vipers, cruising at six thousand looking for signs of trouble and heading to their first waypoint, had to steer around them – gave way to lava flats, steep mountains of still-active volcanic peaks casting early-afternoon shadows on them. Which transitioned into sand dunes; they saw a lime-green harvester inching along the side of one of them, slowly sifting through it for valuable ore grains. 
 
    After a while – seventy, eighty miles? – of steadily rising and then slowly falling dunes, vegetation began to appear on them, and the dunes started in turn to become low scrubby hills. They crossed a bright-purple drilling rig or what had been one; O’Connor’s eyes saw clear blue but his instruments didn’t read any electromagnetism, implying it had been trashed internally or abandoned. 
 
    “Waypoint One coming up,” said Jamison eventually. “Let’s go say hi to the tank battalions.” 
 
    O’Connor looked around at the emptiness under him; endless hundreds of square miles of bleak dry sand and rock. You put tanks where there was something to defend; what the hell was around here worth defending? 
 
    But Jamison was banking his plane, and O’Connor turned his stick, relaxing the left rudder to do likewise, following Jamison down to five then four thousand feet. 
 
    “Never seen a Graf up close, boss. Let’s go take a look.” 
 
    “Stay on me, exactly on me. And tell me about our tanks as we fly.” 
 
    Jamison banked right; O’Connor stuck on his wing. This was nothing new to him; Academy upperclassmen liked to drill juniors on history and trivia while hurling beanbags at them to dodge. 
 
    “About thirty, thirty-five years ago, we replaced the old Warrior main battle tanks. Superior materials, more gun, better power efficiency, the ARH-4 Junkers. Mostly as command vehicles, we also got the ARH-9 heavy main battle tanks, the Ritters.” 
 
    They wheeled low, about twelve hundred feet above the orange rock and low dunes, a few rock formations here and there but no high ones. Hills coming up, the type that implied rock islands going down deep. O’Connor’s eyes flicked between visuals and radar, alert for red dots. These tank camps were out here for a reason: to control water sources and to bait attack, which might come. 
 
    “And then?” Jamison asked. 
 
    “Bit over a decade ago, the big peacekeeping operation against the Madman of Mandragora and his war machines. We lost more Junkers than expected and even the Ritters had a real fight; we lost a few and those things were supposed to be almost invincible.” 
 
    O’Connor remembered watching that news on the family wallscreen, aged twelve. Footage from the battles, tanks versus the Madman’s thirty-foot mechs, cannon blazing and aircraft making their attack runs.  
 
    The two planes turned further, still keeping an even three hundred miles per hour, getting low now, the scrubby ground whipping past under them no more than eight hundred feet below. Heading back west now? 
 
    “So the engineers thought even bigger,” prompted Jamison. 
 
    Ahead of them were dug-out positions on a pair of hills that looked to be the eastern part of a much larger rock-island. O’Connor focused his eyes in, let the optics zoom. Oh yes, tanks – heavy squat ones, broad and angular, dug in around sandbagged berms every couple of hundred yards along the base of the hills they were guarding. Big damn tanks; he’d seen a few along the supply line on his way in. Ritters. 
 
    “Then someone realized, what if someone made their own super-heavy main battle tanks like the Freiherrs? We’d need something to counter them with.” 
 
    Maybe it was responding to a radar twitch, maybe it was just keeping its gears loose, but – the hilltops the Ritters had been dug in around? One of them started to turn. 
 
    For the first time O’Connor saw what he’d been coming toward, what the Ritters had been spread out in front of: each hilltop was a pair of massive tanks – no, at this size they were officially classified as landcruisers – side by side, dug in well, but still no less than a hundred and fifty feet long. Their forward thirds were huge double-gunned turrets; they were dug in firmly but he’d seen the specs; forty-two feet high at the top of the turret, forty-seven feet wide. 
 
    “The mighty ARH-25 Graf kiloheavy main battle tank,” said Jamison. “Thing has its own final-stage fusion plant; enough power to keep itself moving and fuel its group. Water-sufficient too; powers its own air distillery.” 
 
    Yeah, O’Connor had noticed the lack of water kites. Of course, the point of the encampment here was that they were sitting right on top of a water source; you could drill down a few hundred feet, maybe a little more, and get it from the ground. But if you had fusion power right on hand to get it from the air, who needed to bother? 
 
    On the other side of the hills the Grafs were on top of – were the top of – were support vehicles, a bunch of camouflaged and dug-in tents. A few artillery pieces, Junker main battle tanks strung out at a lower density around the positions in case someone came from behind. An airstrip, bulldozed out to about a mile’s length; enough for Freightlifters to land and take off from if need be. There were the blurry grey lines that indicated strung-out coils of razor wire, apparent foxholes; there was at least a nominal detachment of infantry here, too. It looked like a semi-permanent facility, the people here having dug in to sit around for a while. 
 
    “This battalion, the Grafs’ guns and the patrols running out from here? They can dominate this territory for twenty or thirty miles in any direction,” said Jamison. 
 
    Twenty or thirty miles. He’d believe that; the Grafs’ own main guns could probably reach out and delicately kiss Zinj asses goodbye from almost that distance on their own. 
 
    Except, wasn’t Eastern Watch supposed to be – about eighteen hundred miles north-to-south, between the northern sector boundary with Central and the southern with, well, Southern? Running east about fifteen hundred miles from the Meridian, to the line between the Disputed Territories and what had a decade ago been the Contested Territories before the Zinj had won the contest. West from the Meridian about a thousand miles. 
 
    With his right hand, out of morbid curiosity as they flew over the camp and Jamison took them around in a slow bank onto a northerly course, he brought up a digital map. It appeared on the left-hand side of his canopy, Eastern Watch.  
 
    Yep, he’d been about correct. A huge area. Twenty or thirty miles in any direction – forty to sixty in diameter – was trivial; there were other water sources and the Zinj could come around to any of them. 
 
    “Sir, these camps – big concentrations of shit the Zinj can just go around, and they do go around! We’ve got known major encampments three hundred miles west of here! Doesn’t look like they even run patrols from here, I know my difference between heavy armor and light cav, and I don’t see much of the light stuff down there.” 
 
    “Probably because it’s all running guard-dog on the supply lines. But what’s your point?” 
 
    “This is like plugging a burst water main with a couple of iron bars, sir. What sense do these tank camps make?” 
 
    Jamison laughed. 
 
    “Fresh-meat ensign on his first-ever sortie thinks he knows better than the Army generals who make these decisions, huh? Trust me, the generals know what they’re doing.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Brodie, I don’t need your Armor Flag Course to tell this setup doesn’t make sense,” Jaeger snapped. “An Air Force ensign could tell that it’s obvious, arrant idiocy.” 
 
    She curled her lip as she glared at the big map – a projection – of Army forward deployments in the Disputed Territories. Nine battalions of heavy armor were spread out in a roughly-spaced line across an eighteen-hundred-mile north-to-south stretch, about seven or eight hundred miles east of the Meridian. There was a lot of space in between them. 
 
    “The desert is just too big and too open for this kind of fixed-point concentration-of-force to be a rational defense against the kind of persistent infiltration we’re dealing with.” 
 
    Brodie was fighting to keep himself calm. Holt had never been like this, and Air Marshal Wright – a former fighter jock, her predecessor – had apparently agreed with the idea. 
 
    “These camps aren’t just dotted randomly,” said Brodie. He gestured to an aide, who hit a couple of keys on the computer that controlled the projector. Blue lines, some thicker than others, appeared. Some of them bypassed the bigger- and smaller- black dots that meant population concentrations; the towns to the east of Brodie’s ‘barrier’ were more-or-less-firmly Zinj held now. The one thing these lines had in common was that they all ran through, sometimes crossed each other on, the markers that meant the armor concentrations.  
 
    “These are the supply routes; sometimes roads or confirmed trails, definitely paths across heavy-vehicle-passable ground or between major terrain obstacles, usually shortest paths between reliable water sources. These are the most convenient traffic paths across the area, and the ones that in the past civilian transportation has mostly taken. You will notice, Air Marshal, that my armor sits squarely astride them. The Zinj will have to confront my firepower if they want to push further east than this line.” 
 
    Way to cherry-pick data points, thought Jaeger. She’d anticipated this. 
 
    “Commander Jenkins, would you please show the full data set this information was extrapolated from? And highlight the known permanent or semi-permanent Zinj concentrations of half-battalion size or larger that are presently west of Brodie’s line?” 
 
    “You got it,” said her intelligence officer. 
 
    The map lit up with a complex crisscrossing lattice of blue lines; blue lines everywhere. Then appeared the Zinj encampments in the western half of Eastern Watch’s part of the Disputed Territories, east of the tank deployments; forty-four of them. 
 
    Brodie glared at Jenkins, then at Jaeger. 
 
    “Block the easy routes, they’ll go around them. They do go around them; think those Zinj laagers just live off the land or something? We have all-wheelers and sandcrawlers; so do they. You really, honestly believe this to be an intelligent or effective deployment of assets, General?” 
 
    “We’re going to make the Zinj fight,” Brodie said. “What would you suggest I do, Air Marshal? I will remind you that I am a fighting officer of a combat branch! Have you ever seen combat?” 
 
     “You’re not cleared to know about it.” 
 
    “I saw your file; half your career is blacked-out. You could claim anything there. So what would you do; go boo at them? Maybe worm some books?” 
 
    He took a drag from his stogie, then exhaled into her face. 
 
    “Thank you for asking, Major-General,” she said evenly. “Commander, would you please bring up the proposal my staff and I came up with?” 
 
    Jenkins tapped a couple more keys, opened up another window for a moment. 
 
    The map changed to one in which the armored battalions were clustered into brigades and pulled west, around Harlan City, Barbiero and a couple of the other big towns, although ‘big’ out here meant twenty-five thousand people. In place of the heavy forward deployments were a lot of smaller ones, mostly cavalry and scouting units. 
 
    Brodie took a look and sneered. 
 
    “So you want me to pull back my armor. And just abandon this territory to the Zinj. And where am I supposed to find all the cavalry assets this plan magically assumes?” 
 
    “You’re pulling back and concentrating the armor into mailed fists, drawn back to punch the Zinj when or if they do come. In the meantime they’re concentrated in areas that make them a lot easier to resupply. You already have the Raiders and Lancers; right now they’re being wasted on constant back-and-forth runs to keep the heavy tank battalions, too far forward and dispersed too widely, fed and fueled. 
 
    “Put them into forward patrol bases and run aggressively out of them. Right now your tanks aren’t acting aggressively” – that, she figured, would have to sting him – “because the Zinj just go around them, out of range and view. My carriers and your scouts rotating around, maximizing ground covered and minimizing the mean response time to civilian distress calls. Use the heavy armor not as an overextended supply sink, but as a strategic reserve.” 
 
    “Reserves.” Brodie almost spat the word. “No, Air Marshal, I am not pulling my best forces back to sit idle as reserves! We have an emerging war on our hands and my tanks will be the ones to fight it for us! And your job is to support my tanks!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t buy it, ma’am,” said Jenkins as they walked down the corridor. 
 
    “You really expected him to?” 
 
    Jenkins shrugged. “Of course not. Brodie’s the type of blowhard who calls the Zinj cowards in one sentence and says in the next that he expects them to meet him for a fair fight on his terms.” 
 
    Jaeger raised an eyebrow and the shaven-headed, olive-skinned Vice-Marshal Tangetti turned to glare at him. Commanders didn’t speak that way about major-generals. 
 
    Before Tangetti could open her mouth, Jaeger nodded. 
 
    “Agreed with that assessment, Commander.” She smiled thinly. “Just don’t say that to his face, please.” 
 
    In the sector-command-air offices, which were half the top floor of a five-story building overlooking the Sand Harbor airfield, she turned to her aide-de-camp.  
 
    “What’s up next?” she asked. 
 
    “Next, ma’am,” said Sub-Commander Conroy, “we have a rather concerned sector supply officer accompanied by an MP officer. They’re waiting for you.” 
 
    Supply and MPs together... yeah, that combination meant good news. 
 
    “Send them in.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They met in Jaeger’s personal office, a spacious corner one with big windows facing the airfield to the southeast and industrial development to the southwest, open desert visible a mile or two away over the rooftops and the edge of the rock-island.  
 
    Partly because she hadn’t had much time to unpack and mostly because she was an ascete without much to unpack, it was sparsely-decorated with only a few printed maps and, on the wall facing her big glass work-desk, a black-shrouded photograph of Yavin, the husband she’d lost twenty-eight years ago. 
 
    He was not ‘lost’. He was tortured and murdered by the Zinj, like so many millions of others. 
 
    The man she had loved since childhood had given his fortune and ultimately his life, which he’d laid down as a deposit when his assets ran out and forfeited knowingly, to buy the lives and freedom of as many people as he could after the fall of New Canaan. 
 
    Her life since then had been spent avenging him. 
 
    “Sit down, please,” she said to the G-4, a portly brown-skinned group captain with a droopy handlebar moustache, name of Cruz, and the military police sub-commander with him, a tough-looking crew-cut man named Dreschler. 
 
    “I assume from the fact that you two are here together, something’s been stolen.” 
 
    “I understand you were briefed, ma’am, on the shrinkage issue,” said Cruz. “Stuff goes missing along our supply chain; it’s an ongoing nuisance because a whole lot of military people out here, ma’am, they sympathize with the miners and they help stuff vanish.” 
 
    Yes, that had come up in the initial sector overview. Happened in all the operations sectors along the Date Line, she’d been told. 
 
    “I understand most of it is handed over without payment. There’s not a corruption issue.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter whether or not they’re gaining personally from the theft!” said Dreschler angrily. “Theft is theft and if we wanted the civs out here to have those kind of weapons then we’d be legitimately dispensing them, ma’am!” 
 
    “Noted. I was also informed in yesterday’s overview that the Criminal Investigations unit is working on the matter. So far they haven’t achieved much. Are you here to tell me of a breakthrough?” 
 
    Her eyes flicked past them to Yavin, who had given his family fortune and then his life so that others, who had not been armed, could live. 
 
    “No, of bad news,” said Cruz. “The Freightlifter the Zinj killed with all hands yesterday, Flight Six-One Delta.” 
 
    He took a fliptop from its case and motioned toward the projector. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Six-One Delta was shot down yesterday in the same attack that brought down Six-Two Bravo and menaced your own transport,” Cruz said as his fingers set up a data connection between the fliptop and her office’s projection unit. “Your plane escaped, Six-Two managed a controlled crash landing. Six-One was blown apart at approximately forty-five hundred feet. Two crew, seventeen passengers and a full load of cargo, mostly unassembled ordnance.” 
 
    The projection screen blinked and initiated. 
 
    “These images were taken at low altitude about twenty-five minutes after the attack. It was obvious there weren’t going to be any survivors.” 
 
    Cruz showed her a series of shots; wreckage and crates spilled across some rocky hills. 
 
    “It’s pretty spread out, ma’am; the wreckage covers about a two-square-mile area because the plane blew in mid-air and there was time for it to disperse.” 
 
    “And now,” said the MP officer, “a lot of it’s gone. We dropped a stick of Pathfinders in to keep watch, but they say they didn’t see a damn thing. Hard for only a few men to, in fairness, on that kind of ground. But sometime during the night parties unknown came in for a little – shopping expedition.” 
 
    “What, exactly, has gone missing?” 
 
    Cruz flicked ahead, past more photos of wreckage and a map showing the location, to a list of item descriptions, type numbers, and quantities of each. 
 
    “The stuff they always pilfer,” he said. “Civs don’t need to steal guns or ammo, they can buy those legally themselves out here. Same with explosives; you can walk into a hardware store here, show an ID and buy demolition-grade high explosives legally.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be able to,” Dreschler said. “No legit need for anyone to have that.” 
 
    “Other, perhaps, than engineers and miners who legitimately need to blast rocks,” said Jaeger mildly. 
 
    “No, the miners – elements of them – want to take force into their own hands. They can make the warheads easily enough so they don’t bother stealing ours. What they like to pilfer are man-portable anti-tank weapons, anti-aircraft weapons.” 
 
    “Or in this case, components for them,” Jaeger observed from the list of missing stuff. 
 
    “Propulsion and guidance systems, ma’am. They really helped themselves here, as you can see. Enough to make a lot of illegal military-grade weapons for their provocative, treasonous vigilante campaign,” said Cruz. 
 
    Jaeger had her own thoughts about the people out here taking self-defense – and maybe a bit of retaliation – into their own hands. She kept them to herself. 
 
    “Very well,” she said. “They took sections of Groundfires, Flashfires and Skyfires. Control units, some IFF scanners and targeting radar. Some of the new guided cannon shells.” 
 
    “Estimated cost to the taxpayers of more than twenty million dollars!” Dreschler growled. “Stolen!” 
 
    “I assume you’re looking into the matter. Any progress?” 
 
    “No. From past experience some local civilian saw military materiel amidst the wreckage and told his friends. Those guys have their own little planes, biplanes and microlights that can land on the length of a parking space. Came in the night. We’re looking into it, but none of the locals saw anything.” 
 
    “None of the locals ever see anything when this crap happens,” said Cruz. “Damn them.” 
 
    “I do agree,” said Jaeger, “that they should feel otherwise. The reason we’re out here is so they won’t feel the need to take self-defense into their own hands. Because we’re protecting them.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Glynn Stewart sat up in his cot and looked out at the rig about eighty yards down the shallow arroyo, across yellow sand with a higher-than-usual concentration of the pointy grass and pale spiky shrubs you got in this area. There were a couple of machete-hacked paths from the worker quarters to the rig, which was that far away because this kind of rig threw off an ungodly amount of magnetic force and if you wanted radio or computers, you put your living quarters away from the work site. 
 
    Stewart was a big red-haired man, forty-five years of age. Pinned to the hatband of the sombrero hanging on its hook on the door was a five-pointed star that meant he was a qualified, working rig supervisor; next to it was a shield with a pickaxe between the letters ‘S’ and ‘M’; Sullivan Minerals, his employer. 
 
    The clock on his bedside lit up and buzzed: 2:45 pm. 
 
    “...street protests in Union City intensified last night,” the radio said loudly – his wake-up alarm, he liked to be awoken to some information, not just music – “with tens of thousands of protestors, some coming from as far away as Arctic City to demand a stronger stance regarding Zinj activity in the Date Line region, with particular regard to their attacks yesterday and Secretary of Foreign Affairs Linden’s apology this morning to the Zinj for having ‘inadvertently provoked’ those attacks…” 
 
    Fuck you, Linden, thought Stewart. An apology? Another apology.  
 
    Yet. Another. Fucking. Apology. 
 
    Jimmy Norden apologizes that the Zinj murdered him. Tam Feldt only hopes the recoil of the gun that killed her didn’t hurt the Zinj who fired it. Chucky Brown just hopes the fuckers who left him a cripple didn’t lose any sleep over their bombing. 
 
    There were more names, a lot more people he’d known, but he cut himself off. Got up, reached over to where his skinsuit hung. It was a watertight jumpsuit, toe to neck, that he stepped into, carefully sliding his arms through the wrist-liners. It was intended to capture sweat for recycling; out here there was never enough water. 
 
    “…Liberal Party leader Peggey Weaver, whose past outspoken opposition to Zinj expansion had made her all but a political pariah until the escalations of the last few months, has stated that unless a harder line is formed and enforced then she will retract the Classical Liberals’ support for the Centrist Coalition and seek to form a new government…” 
 
    Stewart pulled his boots on, laced them up. Turned to the mirror that ran from floor to ceiling of the tiny room. Zipped the skinsuit up, the foam-like collar and wrists chafing his neck slightly like they always did. You got used to it. 
 
    “…First Secretary Chalmerston dismissed Weaver’s threat as irresponsible, saying that respectful dialog needs to continue because common ground can always be found between reasonable parties acting in good faith…” 
 
    Fuck you, Chalmerston, Stewart thought. Fucking prick. He hit the shut-up button on the radio, then picked up the .40 automatic on the bed shelf next to it. Gave it the once-over check you did with all new or renewed machinery – it had been sitting within reach on his bedside table since he’d shucked his skinsuit nine hours ago, you still checked – and then put it into the holster on his skinsuit. Took his sombrero from its hook and put it on as he headed out toward the rig. Sunglasses next. 
 
    The sun glared and it was hot outside, but he’d become used to both long ago. He’d become used to how brutally cold it got at night, too, and the other privations you had to deal with in the field. 
 
    Some of the guys out here had been out here all their lives, born and bred. He wasn’t one of them. He’d grown up in Consorta, an autonomous northern province of the Confederated Union, and his upbringing had been sitcom-normal CU middle-class. He’d done well enough on his school exams and the systemwide tests to get into a decent-enough college; between the parties and the girls it had been a good time, until the required classes of his starter year had finished and he’d had to pick a major. 
 
    Focus on your passions, the speaker at his high school graduation had said. Don’t sweat money, you’ll have a good life if you do what you’re passionate about and study what interests you. He’d heard similar stuff from any number of advisory types in college, especially as starter year ended and it came time to focus a little. 
 
    He’d never been quite sure what his passion was – at nineteen, it had been getting laid if anything, but Brisebois University didn’t exactly offer a degree in that – but he’d always been drawn to the big events of history; the great diasporas from Earth, the First Interstellar War, then The War of Imperialism, where some of the interstellar powers had unified and tried to conquer all of humanity. 
 
    The great sweeping events of that; starship battles between Imperialist and interstellar non-Imperialist fleets, ground war on five hundred worlds. The signing of the Treaty of Van-Busson, where two of the Confederated Union’s own founders had stood with representatives of three hundred other planets and interstellar powers as signature after signature – Macau and Brenner had signed themselves, although they would go on to sign greater things! – went to representatively ratify the Treaty. 
 
    So he’d followed his passion and majored in history, graduated in due time with a decent grade-average and then been punched squarely in the face by reality. Out of the dorms, repayments on his college loans now due, and his parents had already downsized the house he’d spent his teen years in. There’d been a few months of mopping floors – with a degree! But it wasn’t like enough of his friends weren’t in the same boat, cooking burgers or supervising auto-checkouts or working call-centers – before one of those endless job applications had finally worked out.  
 
    The job had been assistant compliance analyst in the corporate office of a big construction-materials retailer. It had about as much to do with his history major as running a floor buffer did, but the pay was twice as much and you at least didn’t have to wear a uniform to work. Room to advance; everyone had to start somewhere. 
 
    Tedious work; a promotion at that job and then a better offer, suggested by a friend who worked there, for similar work at another company. Cube life; meetings, shooting the shit about the latest Ravens game, getting raises here and there. Working his way through white-collar middle-class life, respecting company policies and the org charts, eight thirty until five every Monday through Friday on the cube floor, with a half-hour lunch break around one.  
 
    Thinking about going back to school part-time for a masters’ in organizational process; the subject matter hadn’t interested him, but the corner office it’d give points toward had. By then he was an associate manager for policy compliance at a major corporate accounting firm; he’d grown used to workplace handbooks and meetings to discuss meetings, chilling around the water cooler and living for the weekend; oh no Mondays, Wednesday’s hump day because you’re halfway to where you get another two days when you don’t have to dress up in business-casual and spend all day in a cube. 
 
    And he’d thought – a breakup from the girl he’d hoped to have kids with might have been a factor, it had been around that time – is this all there is? He wanted to do something with his life. Do something, damnit. 
 
    Rig work had come to mind. A lot of people – his parents included – had said no, it’s not respectable. Dirty, dangerous – that had been around the time Union City had basically ceded the Contested Areas to the Zinj, but from what little he’d followed on the news they’d pledged to stop there – and even without the Zinj there was the desert, and heavy machinery, and you have a college degree and a good job, your career is going well, why do you want to walk away from a good job? 
 
    And then he’d made his own decision. Sold what stuff he couldn’t pack and given what didn’t sell to charity. Taken a flight to Sand Harbor and signed on as a junior apprentice, fully aware that aged thirty-one he was working with kids less than half his age who knew more. 
 
    Degree didn’t count for jack. Neither did his corporate experience; nobody out here gave a damn about anything like policy compliance, because there were more important things. Like what you could do. 
 
    He’d been a thirty-one-year-old starter apprentice working alongside fourteen-year-olds, kids who in Consorta wouldn’t have been allowed to work more than ten hours a week, let alone full-time learning the trade at processing plants and slope rigs. There’d been shit; oh, he’d certainly gotten shit. And Amy, who’d been making noises about getting back together with him, had gone disdainful and then silent. By then she’d become irrelevant anyhow. 
 
    He’d worked his way through the badges and the certs. Backbreaking work in hellish conditions at times, but nobody had talked about hump day, nobody even had org charts and the product was tangible. Along the way he’d met Jackie; they’d gotten married when Carl was on the way, Maxine had been born two years later and Christie a year and a half after that. 
 
    Working apprentice, junior mechaniser, eventually the probationary supervisor’s star he’d been sweating for. Hard work when he was out on shift, study and certifications between time with his family when he was home. Hard work, damn hard work, always tension about the growing Zinj threat. But men he respected as men, and more than a few women who could tough it out on the sand, had come to respect him. 
 
    And the money wasn’t bad either. He’d taken his family on vacation beyond the orbitals three times – to the Minor moon once, where you could propel yourself a hundred yards into the air in a single jump, and take two minutes to come down again, and then Galaxy Station. Sure, some guys spent their danger bonuses on getting fucked-up off shift; you didn’t have to and not everyone did. He’d put a good bit aside, too – whatever happened to him, and he tried not to think about how the insurance premiums were high for a reason out here, Jackie and the kids likely wouldn’t be too screwed. 
 
    “Yo, boss,” came Jim Brengle from halfway up the rig. “Clocking in early? We need an adjustment, is why.” 
 
    That would mean physically moving eleven three-hundred-pound magnets into realignment along the frame. 
 
    “You verified that?” Stewart asked as he reached the rig and began climbing a ladder to where Brengle was. 
 
    “Yeah, got the meter readings right here.” 
 
    “Get started unloosening the bolts, then. Merwin good?” 
 
    Bobby Merwin was the junior man on the rig, a rated working apprentice who’d only qualified a month ago for full out-in-the-sand duty. Right now he was on watch shift, mainly for Zinj trouble. 
 
    “Hasn’t said shit.” 
 
    The companies, and the worker associations contributed to this project, liked to place decoy rigs and harvesters. High-powered electromagnets designed to draw Zinj sensors. Some of them were painted bright emergency colors, like everything had been before the Zinj had come prowling and the Disputed Territories had become that. 
 
    Some of them, he’d heard, were mined and booby-trapped. 
 
    And they’d had a result; the Zinj couldn’t trust their sensor readings. If you couldn’t see ragheads, they probably weren’t coming for you. He’d been losing sleep over that lately. Bad vibes for some reason. Hopefully not from signs of someone sniffing around the outer area.  
 
    Possibly that. 
 
    He tried to keep the thought out of his mind. 
 
    “OK, then. Let’s get to work. Three days until we get home.” 
 
    “Three days,” said Brengle as Stewart reached his level. He was more heavily built than Stewart. with a thick black moustache. From his belt he produced a wrench. “Let’s make some money in that time, shall we?” 
 
    A pretty significant amount of pay came from your rig production bonus. You wanted more money, you had to earn it. Like everything else out here. And Stewart wanted that extra money. 
 
    It’d pay for another vacation to the outer moon; his family had really enjoyed the last one. Especially Christie, who had loved being able to leap like Dr. Magnus. 
 
    He pulled his own wrench from his place on its belt. 
 
    “Let’s get to work. What we’re here for, right?” 
 
    In the corner of his eye, Stewart saw a pale-blue marker spring up, about forty feet away. Thoroughly well-insulated wires led from it – and the one on the other side of the arroyo to the rig, which was also up – to where Bobby Merwin was standing watch. 
 
    Oh, shit. Please no. 
 
    “Hey,” said Brengle, “why you freeze – oh.” 
 
    Stewart was already dropping himself down the ladder, running for where Merwin was standing watch. He scrambled up the steep sides of the wash, using the ladder set in place. 
 
    Merwin was sixteen but muscular, sitting on the highest point in the immediate vicinity dressed in an orange skinsuit with a few bits of desert vegetation stuck to it for added camouflage. On his sombrero, under the Sullivan Minerals shield and the round badge that meant working apprentice – and damn had the kid been proud to earn that – was another grass-leaf. In one hand was an rifle; his other was pointing at a flume of dust to their north. 
 
    “That Zinj?” he asked. 
 
    You couldn’t radio-communicate with guys in the immediate vicinity of a rig; besides, for security reasons you wanted total radio silence anyway. Had to talk face-to-face. 
 
    The kid was shaking. 
 
    “Could be,” said Stewart, trying to calm him. “Could just be some prospector coming to say hi. Could be an unannounced company inspection. Gimme the comm and that rifle.” 
 
    “Could be Zinj, too?” 
 
    “Could well be.” 
 
    “Can’t we call for help?” asked Merwin. He was trying to be tough, trying to stay tough, but everyone out here knew a lot of people the Zinj had killed. He handed over the comm, a cellphone-like handset connected to a nearby relay. 
 
    “Don’t want to call military for a false alarm,” Stewart replied, sticking the comm through its loop on his shoulder and keying it. Then he took the rifle, checked it. It was a long hunting rifle with an eight-shot magazine; he chambered a round. 
 
    Half-squatting, staying low but moving quickly, he headed forwards along the side of the draw. The far-outer sensor hadn’t beeped— 
 
    Beep beep beep went the alarm, through the comm, of the outer sensor. Yep, that dust looked to be in about that location. Someone coming down the draw. Well, he’d figured that already. 
 
    Staying low, he hustled along to one of the arroyo’s doglegs. Whoever it was was getting closer. He lay flat, settled himself, looked through the scope of the rifle. 
 
    Breathe, Glynn. Breathe. His chances of seeing Jackie and the kids again would not be improved by panicking. Not all Zinj encounters were terminal; most weren’t. And he didn’t even know if this unannounced visitor was Zinj; could easily be an inspection or a prospector. 
 
    Ten minutes from now they might be offering refrigerated food and cold drinks to a roving prospector, gossiping about who’d struck dirt lately and how much. Probably hearing a few boasts and maybe a Zinj close-shave story or two. 
 
    He hoped this wouldn’t be a Zinj close-shave story. But if whoever was coming down the arroyo was Zinj, he hoped he’d be around later to tell stories. More guys were dying these days than had been in the past. 
 
    He made himself breathe. 
 
    Around the dog-leg came a dark-orange four-wheeler with a machine gun on its iron-grey roll-bar and a big mostly-black flag hanging limp from a high pole on the back. Four men wearing goggles and sandblasted white-ish robes rode in it. The one in the shotgun seat was holding up what looked like a solid-mouthed loudspeaker; a magnetometry scanner.  
 
    A rig finder. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Stop right there!” 
 
    He fired the rifle, a warning shot that kicked up sand a few yards ahead of the vehicle. The shot’s report was loud in the silent desert. 
 
    “Brengle,” he said into his com, “it’s not the good kind of company.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Brengle’s response sounded more like a simple exhalation of pent-up breath. 
 
    The Zinj with the scanner turned to one in the back; the other back-seat guy was standing up to get at the gun on the roll bar. 
 
    I plug the driver, then the machine-gun man, Stewart thought. Then the commander in back… 
 
    No. The Deus Vult guys of the vigilante resistance shot first. He’d thrown more than one fifty into their donation jars, but he wasn’t going to kill anybody himself unless he absolutely had to. Didn’t want to kill anyone, not even Zinj. He was an honest working man, not a fighter. 
 
    “Back off!” he shouted. “Get that thing in reverse and fuck off!” 
 
    The Zinj with the scanner shouted something incomprehensible back at him. The vehicle commander in back leaned forwards and said something to the driver. 
 
    Back up, back up, fuck off, fuck off… 
 
    The jeep slowly reversed. Stewart’s heart leapt up in his throat, part of him not quite believing that they were leaving… 
 
    Reversed out of sight. And then the sound of the engine stopped, a second or two after the jeep’s hood had disappeared. 
 
    A few moments later his worst fears were confirmed: one of the Zinj came out, perhaps to check that the jeep was outside line-of-sight from where Stewart likely was, perhaps to look for him. He was out for a couple of seconds, during which he seriously considered shooting the bastard – who was no more than a hundred and twenty feet away and right in his sights, a chest shot wouldn’t be hard – and then pulled back. 
 
    That jeep’s going to come roaring back ready to saturate this area with machine-gun fire.  
 
    But he didn’t think they’d seen exactly where he was. Just to be sure, he slowly, carefully, not taking his eyes or his gunsights from where the Zinj had last been, began to move a couple of yards down the arroyo. 
 
    They’ve pulled back. Why? 
 
    To confer, was the most apparent option. He’d do that with his guys if that came up – at least get the opinions of his guys before making a decision. But the Zinj were a lot less democratic – he’d seen, and not just in Regain New Canaan or Deus Vult propaganda films but the backgrounds of more-evenhanded documentary stuff – officers and NCOs literally whipping their grunts and techs. 
 
    That Zinj jeep commander wasn’t asking the opinions of his driver, his gunner or his scanner man. If he’d pulled back it was to make up his own mind – or to ask his boss. Normally when the Zinj came this close, they didn’t back off. 
 
    Which meant this guy was calling for help. 
 
    Because four armed Zinj in a jeep with a machine-gun need buddies to deal with one guy with a hunting rifle. Fuckers. 
 
    But if they were calling for help— 
 
    Military didn’t like it when you called frivolously; that had been made very clear. You only cried wolf when there was a wolf and you took care about it even then. 
 
    Fuck it. This wasn’t a false alarm and he should have called them minutes ago. 
 
    “Brengle, switch channels. Get us the military assistance channel and now!” 
 
    “Got it. About time!” 
 
    Brengle was a good man, knew not to ask questions in an emergency. Despite how he and Merwin were no doubt wondering just what the hell that shot had been about and what was going on here. 
 
    The radio static fritzed. 
 
    “Military Assistance, hello?” he asked. 
 
    “This is Sector Bravo, Eastern Watch,” came a calm, slightly effeminate male voice. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “This is Sullivan Minerals rig 344-A. Repeat, SM 344-A. We have a Zinj jeep poking around and not backing off.” 
 
    “344-A.” Stewart imagined keys being tapped in. “Am I talking to the rig supervisor?” 
 
    “You are. Name of Glynn Stewart.” 
 
    “Very well, Mr. Stewart. Security questions so we know we aren’t being faked; what’s the name of your cat?” 
 
    “Mistopheles.” 
 
    “And what movie would you say is your favorite?” 
 
    “SC Avalon.” 
 
    “OK, Mr. Stewart. A Zinj jeep. Describe what’s happened so far.” 
 
    Stewart did, finishing with: “They’ve backed off a little, but only for now. Might be they’re calling in support or getting orders. They’re not leaving.” 
 
    “Very well, Rig Supervisor Stewart; stay on the line. We have a wing of Vipers not so very far away, so it looks like we may indeed be able to help you out. Sending them your way now.” 
 
    Oh thank God. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This is Bravo Control,” came over O’Connor’s headset. “Shaker and wingman, head over to” – the coordinates appeared on the heads-up display, looked to be a rig fifty or sixty miles from where they were flying – “and be ready to engage. Got a call for help from some rig workers the Zinj are menacing. How about you boys go menace the menacers, huh?” 
 
    “Affirmative, Bravo Control,” said Jamison. “On the way.” 
 
    Then to O’Connor he said: “You heard Control, Meat. Follow me, weapons hold for now but be ready to change that. You up to do some good, kid?” 
 
    “More than ready.” O’Connor stuck on Jamison’s wing as the planes banked hard left, accelerating toward where the call for help had come from. 
 
    The two Vipers swept southeast at four hundred and fifty miles per hour, rough scrubland racing past below them; crevasses and arroyos here and there. This might have been one of those desert sub-biomes where rain came down more than occasionally; still rare and irregular, but forceful when it did to pound those channels in the ground. 
 
    Jamison lowered his altitude to two thousand feet, O’Connor sticking on his wing like his Viper had been glued there. They flew over a herd of goats – probably too lean to be cattle? – browsing on the spiky shrubs; some of them looked up as the jets passed. 
 
    “Patching you in to direct local,” said Bravo Control. 
 
    “Yo, Sullivan 344-A,” said Jamison. 
 
    “Hey,” came a man’s voice. O’Connor could feel the tension and fear in it. 
 
    And the relief.  
 
    “Shaker Jamison here, with my wingman Meat O’Connor. What’s your name down there?” 
 
    “Stewart. Rig Supervisor Glynn Stewart.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you. You say he’s in the arroyo north of you. There are any other rigs in the area, or is it just you we’re reading?” 
 
    They were coming up on it, just on the other side of some rough little hills, really not much more than rocky mounds. 
 
    “Just us.” 
 
    They crested the hills and slowed hard, down to two hundred miles an hour as they angled down to fifteen hundred feet then twelve hundred; yep, there was the rig, painted by sensors as an orange marker on his canopy projection. A creek-bed, a dog-leg and yes, right to the north of that dog-leg turn, a jeep. 
 
    I could blow him away right now, thought O’Connor. It would be a defiance of orders and he was a better man than that, but there was a heady power in the realization that he could. There were Zinj below and he was in flying an armed jet and if he did so choose, he could easily kill them. 
 
    “We see you. Thank you so much for showing up.” 
 
    “Meat, go up to angels five and circle over a couple-mile diameter; give me some cover,” said Jamison. “I know what we can do here.” 
 
    “Sir,” said O’Connor and broke right, angling up. Watching his wing-leader’s back from above in case the Zinj had friends. 
 
    Bastards like Zinj don’t have friends, he thought. Nobody likes party-crashing and -trashing assholes, and it doesn’t seem like the Zinj do much else. 
 
    Still. Other Zinj. Assholes ran in packs. Once he hit five thousand feet he threw the plane into a slow circle, covering the area, keeping his eyes open. What might have been a couple of dirt plumes, implying moving vehicles, were some distance to the northeast, maybe fifteen miles away. 
 
    “Looks like some inbound vehicles, I’d say on a forty-degree header. Want me to go check them out?” 
 
    “Not yet. Eyes on the sky for now. I’m going in low. Weapons hold unless they fire on me.” 
 
    “And if they do fire on you?” O’Connor asked. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Then fifty bucks says I kill their asses before you do,” said Jamison, flicking buttons on his weapons console: one fifty-pound Dropfire bomb selected. Contact fuse, disarmed. Other fuses, disarmed. Full confirm disarmed, came up on the screen. 
 
    He flicked the switch sideways to confirm it. The selected Dropfire was now an inert, but still guided, piece of metal and high explosives. It wouldn’t go off short of the Zinj bashing it with a hammer and maybe not even then. 
 
    If the Deus Vult boys knew what they were doing they’d get some ordnance and electronics out of this, too. That wasn’t the point here, but good for them if they did score something later. 
 
    The Viper rocked slightly as he drew back his throttle, going in low and slow and release! when he hit that button. The bomb fell, landing exactly where he’d meant to place it – in the arroyo just past the dogleg, twenty feet from the Zinj jeep he could have obliterated if he’d chosen to. 
 
    “Didn’t go off,” said the rig man. 
 
    “Wasn’t meant to, buddy. That’s a disarmed fifty-pound high explosive bomb, be glad it didn’t explode or you’d be dead yourself. But the Zinj don’t know what it is, or that it won’t go off. Act like you’ve got a remote detonator. Tell the Zinj you’ve got one and if they come any closer – it’s in the middle of the wash, they can’t go around it without backtracking a couple miles – you’ll set it off and blow them to hell.” 
 
    “Didn’t realize you flyboys could be that damn sneaky,” said the rig supervisor. 
 
    Jamison grinned. 
 
    “Dude, we are just loaded with tricks. Now let’s see if they have the sense to back off. You got your evac plan in place if they don’t?” 
 
    “Brengle says it’s set up. I’m a bit away from the vehicle, though. Need to keep an eye on them.” 
 
    “Yeah, stay there for now. Can’t fake them out if they realize you’re gone.” 
 
    Jamison wanted to waggle his wings or something, say hi to the man down there. But this was serious business for the guys down there, as life-threateningly damn serious as it came. He wasn’t going to insult them like that. 
 
    He banked left, moved into a close circling flight, still at about a thousand feet. Meat was still in high cover, circling at five thousand. Above their heads, slightly toward the west now, blazed Arkin’s fiery orange sun. 
 
    Those dust plumes, he thought. The ones O’Connor had reported. 
 
    “Fresh Meat. Right now I’m just going to chill here and see if they back off. You, head off toward those plumes. I suppose there’s no IFF readings or anything?” 
 
    “Jack-all, boss.” 
 
    “Then go eyeball them. They’re probably unfriendly, but make sure. Weapons hold, understand?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Got it, boss,” said O’Connor. He checked his indicators to be on the safe side; no imaginably worse shame than to be drummed out of the Force for screwing up on his first mission. In fact, he was pretty sure if they fired on him he’d err on the safe side and just get clear; clarify that in fact he had been fired on, possibly through an external source, before shooting back.  
 
    Wouldn’t do to respond with lethal force to a flare or something; that seemed to be exactly the kind of trick bastards like the Zinj would use to start something and then claim self-defense. 
 
    Now, he headed out, on his own in a danger environment. He nosed the Viper down low, heading for the nearest of the two dust plumes – no, there were five now, two fairly close and three more faintly identifiable in the distance. 
 
    Three thousand feet, two thousand feet, one thousand. The ground wasn’t quite flat, there were bumps and low rises, but most of the terrain was sunken into it. This area had been hit by some rainstorms, apparently. Browsing goats, frightened by the noise of his engines, fled as he passed over them. 
 
    Ahead – the plume was being raised by a six-wheeled jeep, orange in color with another behind it eating its dust. The color of the jeep meant nothing; everything was red-orange out here, at least if they were a military vehicle that wanted some camouflage. 
 
    “Two jeeps here, Shaker. And that’s just the first one.” 
 
    “Try opening comms, then go in for a closer look.” 
 
    Open general ground channel. He hit the keys, adjusted a virtual dial on the console’s touchscreen. Short-range. 
 
    “Hey, jeeps around…” He gave the coordinates. “Identify yourselves.” 
 
    Arabic jabbering – maybe Arabic, possibly one of the other Zinj languages; he couldn’t really tell them apart. Then someone said in English: 
 
    “Hey, CU nigger. Fuck your mother, CU nigger.” 
 
    What the fuck did you just call me? O’Connor thought. For now he kept his mouth shut. 
 
    He banked the Viper in slow and low, going for a definite closer look. There were large flags on high poles on the jeeps’ backs, flying high and proud: a gold crescent rising above stylized red flames on a black background. In the upper-right corner was a more complex clan insignia, the main part of which seemed to be a silver hourglass. 
 
    “Fuck you, CU nigger,” came over the radio. 
 
    “Fuck your bitch ass, punk,” O’Connor shot back. “Turn those jeeps around and back the fuck off.” 
 
    “Meat,” came Jamison’s voice. “You back off. They’re Zinj, come back here. And don’t take their bait.” 
 
    “Fuck you nigger. Nigger nigger,” said the Zinj. 
 
    You know any other English at all?, O’Connor thought as he turned around, going up to two thousand feet, speeding up. But he firmly clenched his teeth together. 
 
    “Run, fuck nigger. You nothing just a nigger,” said the Zinj. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “…friends heading in. Strongly suggest you get ready to evacuate,” the airman said. 
 
    We are three days from a full load!, Stewart thought. But there was no such thing as a bonus worth dying for. Multiple Zinj vehicles coming in. 
 
    Fuck, oh, fuck. This would have been a good haul too, and instead it was all – not just the amount he, Brengle and the kid were going to make, but the company’s much-bigger part as well, and Sullivan was a good employer – going into the Zinj pockets. 
 
    Fuck you. Fuck you, Zinj. 
 
    The first jeep was still there. Overhead, low overhead at about a thousand feet, one of the Vipers – the one that had dropped the sneaky-trick bomb that was still holding that jeep off – was still circling. Well, at least some of his taxes were being spent usefully. 
 
    He scrambled up, bolted along the side of the arroyo with the rifle cradled in his arms. Past the rig, past its power plant – chugging quietly, the only constant noise in the endless empty desert that surrounded them. 
 
    Behind the rig – with its precious load that damnit they were going to be abandoning – the power plant and the living quarters was the garage, which was that far back because it held a fully-functional dune buggy with kevlar padding on its rear mud flaps. 
 
    This contingency had been foreseen. That it had been foreseen didn’t make Stewart any happier. 
 
    “We’re to prepare for bugout,” he told Brengle and Merwin. They’d been waiting on the other side of the quarters by the radio mast, by the dune buggy Brengle had gotten out of its garage. It was painted blue – the purpose of this thing was emergencies. 
 
    “They’re coming in. Haven’t stopped,” came over the radio from one of the airplanes. 
 
    “Well, can’t you bomb them or something?” Stewart snarled. 
 
    “They’ve got to shoot first, buddy. You know that.” 
 
    “At point-blank range!” 
 
    “Then I highly suggest you get out of there.” 
 
    Fine. And fuck.  
 
    No, he told himself. No bonus was worth your life. 
 
    No bonus is worth my life. 
 
    But he’d really wanted this one… 
 
    No bonus is worth your life. 
 
    Decision made. 
 
    “Start it. Leave personal shit here. We’re getting out now, going to Aygona unless the flyboys have better directions.” 
 
    “None yet,” came the Viper pilot’s voice. 
 
    “Aygona it is, then.” Stewart stepped up, climbed into the shotgun seat of the four-seater dune buggy. Brengle, who was the better driver, took the wheel. 
 
    “We gonna make it, Supervisor Stewart?” asked Merwin. 
 
    Normally the kid was affectedly casual, had been ever since he’d earned his quals for field work. That he was being formal now implied he was scared. 
 
    Well, Stewart was the rig supervisor, a rank that didn’t just matter when it came to pay and bonuses. 
 
    Despite the doubts in his own mind, he looked into the passenger mirror, as he strapped himself in, and nodded firmly to the kid. 
 
    “Of course we are. Planes against ground; those Zinj jeeps start shooting and they die. They’re evil, not stupid.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The oncoming jeeps, five of them coming from the northeast, were pushing to within ten miles of the rig, hauling ass. They were spreading out, looked to be moving to cut off the miners. O’Connor could see the dune buggy they’d taken out from their quarters.  
 
    You guys want to get out of there, you better run now. 
 
    Yes, he had Dropfires and cannon. Zinj wanted to start something, they wouldn’t last five seconds. But maybe they were willing to sacrifice a few of themselves to get the miners. 
 
    You people are really assholes, he thought as he turned his jet around. 
 
    The Zinj jeep in the gully, the first one, launched something into the air near him. Two – no, three – things the size and shape of oil barrels, propelled by rockets— 
 
    Oh, he did not care what was propelling them. Sharp bank left, weapons live, he’d just been fired on. 
 
    “Weapons hold, Meat!” came Jamison’s voice as the barrels exploded hundreds of yards from him. 
 
    The air was filled with crap. One hit the canopy for a moment; a little snowflake made from some kind of unfolding metal. Chaff. 
 
    Chaff, big blasts of chaff following the wind that blew from the southwest. His entire northeastern radar lit up with positives; audio indicators screamed. 
 
    Oh fuck. They’re firing their chaff for a reason; they have friends coming from that direction. 
 
    “On my wing, Meat,” said Jamison. “But cool it. This is a known trick of theirs.” 
 
    O’Connor flew up, accelerated, formed roughly on Jamison’s wing; circling around twelve hundred feet above the situation on the ground, as the incoming Zinj vehicles headed toward the buggy that was now, finally, starting to get moving. 
 
    “They pull this shit. Make us think they’ve got friends so they’ll back off. They don’t have friends coming; think they’d warn us if they did?” 
 
    O’Connor calmed down; he’d been ready to fight. 
 
    He still was, it just didn’t seem so imminent. 
 
    “They’re good at fucking with us this way,” said Jamison. “Fuck them.” 
 
    Turning, checking instinctively, and seeing—  
 
    Two small shapes, flying low and at high speed incoming, nape of the earth from the north-east. At most a couple of miles away, and rising now. 
 
    “Shaker, looks like we got visuals,” O’Connor breathed. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” said Jamison. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Looks like you might really want to make some tracks,” said the pilot. “We got our own threats now.” 
 
    “We already were,” Stewart said. Sand and desert grass flew under their wheels as Brengle gunned the buggy down the arroyo. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Stay on my wing. Keep cool,” said Jamison. “They’re going to try to psych us out, get us to try something. Weapons hold.” 
 
    The wing leader sounded tenser than O’Connor had heard him before. Still, he stuck on Jamison’s wing as they circled, a plume of dust coming up now as the miners hauled ass away from the place on their dune buggy. Pursued by Zinj, some of whom were coming in to try to block the miners’ escape. 
 
    The two Zinj planes were coming up on an intercept course – not trying for his and Jamison’s six-o’-clocks, which was at least some positive sign. 
 
    They were Murad-type fighters, and as one of them fell in on his wing no further than a hundred feet away, he was able to get a close look. Where the Viper was angular curves and hard lines, the Murad – which was about three quarters the size of the Viper, maybe a shade less than that – was smooth and rounded.  
 
    The Viper had been designed to take fire and give it; the Murad’s design engineers had gone with instead for agility and dodging fire. It was excellent at that, O’Connor had heard; most Murad pilots could out-dance most Viper pilots most of the time, but the Murad had less firepower and far less ability to take hits. 
 
    This one had – oh shit, he realized. 
 
    Under the cockpit hood were five blacked-out aircraft. A bunch of tank and vehicle insignia too – but, five air kills. Shit. 
 
    The pilot looked over, flawlessly matching O’Connor’s course at barely wing length. He wore no flight mask, just a helmet and a radio mouthpiece; he was an olive-complexioned man with a sharp hook of a nose and an even sharper black goatee. 
 
    He raised a hand, gestured with a finger down at the kill-marks. Then pointed at O’Connor. Made five fingers, then closed his hand to a fist and raised another finger. 
 
    Oh yeah? 
 
    O’Connor grinned at him, then pointed down at his own lack of kill-marks. Then at the Zinj pilot in his Murad, and raised an index finger. 
 
    I’m not your number six. You’re my number one! 
 
    Trying to keep the fear down. It was easier than it had been yesterday, in the back of the transport; now he could fight back if they tried anything. 
 
    “Sauron, Icefish, we have a situation here,” Jamison was saying over the radio. “We have a real situation developing and could use a little assistance… 
 
    Suddenly the Zinj ace lost speed, dropped behind O’Connor. 
 
    Oh fuck like hell are you doing that. 
 
    As he realized it, he threw his plane into a sharp right-hand bank, bank and forwards, ramming the throttle forwards. The Zinj didn’t – quite – get on his six, but only by a tenth of a second. Then he followed O’Connor in the same maneuver. O’Connor responded by slamming the throttle forwards, forwards all the way, banking up and then afterburners for a moment. 
 
    G-forces slammed him back into his seat, narrowed his vision as the Viper literally rocketed forwards. Its afterburners blazed diamonds of flame and the Murad was left in his own dust. 
 
    Not for long. 
 
    “Meat! What the hell are you doing!” 
 
    “Keeping them off my six!” 
 
    “You’re abandoning the guys we’re covering!” 
 
    Oh fuck. 
 
    “Shit man. I’m sorry.” 
 
    The Murad was behind him again, and O’Connor turned – the damn Zinj staying within his turning circle, he could kill me any time he likes, he realized, but there was a job to do and if that involved letting the fucker hang out between his shoulder blades then, well, at least there was no missile lock. He could probably survive a few cannon shells. 
 
    He touched the afterburners a moment again, felt the Gs and the power of his jet as they raced over miles of desert in seconds. 
 
    “On my three at two hundred. Let them fuck around.” 
 
    Two hundred feet distant, space to maneuver. Made sense; trying to cause collisions was another Zinj trick he’d heard about. 
 
    Two Murads. One of them an ace. 
 
    The Murad on his own six, the ace, lit him up with targeting radar. Just for a moment, but his shoulder blades prickled. 
 
    He hung on Jamison’s three, keeping an eye on his wing leader, trying to keep pace; they were circling around the developing chase below, flying at about two thousand feet above the dust plumes. 
 
    Suddenly Jamison popped chaff, thousands of little whirligigs spreading into the air and glinting in the sun like white pinpricks. 
 
    “Don’t imitate me,” he said. “Wait two minutes. If they don’t fall for it, then give ‘em two loads.” 
 
    The Zinj didn’t flinch, either of them, as O’Connor’s – and their – radars lit up with false positives. 
 
    “Hey, fuck you nigger,” said one of the Zinj on the ground. “Fucking CU nigger.” 
 
    You’re first to die. Whichever one you are. 
 
    The ECW birds could have figured that one out, or maybe a Viper with a tricked-out ECW package that O’Connor wasn’t qualified to operate. He couldn’t, not now. Didn’t have the hardware anyway. Damnit. 
 
    Circling, banking, the agile little Murad jets stuck to their tails like glue. The clock ticked, second by second. 
 
    At exactly a hundred and twenty seconds, O’Connor hit his chaff button, one parcel and then a second. He had the Viper’s standard ECW load, three chaff and three flares. 
 
    An idea occurred to him as his double-load of chaff glittered into the wind. The sky was full of whirling crap now, rising and falling. CU chaff weighed something, but very little; it stuck in the air a long time. 
 
    “Flares, right behind us. Make them dodge,” he suggested to Jamison. 
 
    “I think you just redeemed yourself from earlier. Do it. One load and see how they react.” 
 
    The Zinj ace was sticking behind him at about three hundred feet, no further from him than Jamison was.  
 
    O’Connor popped a flare. It burst out of the rear of his Viper, lit up as it did; incandescent magnesium on a slow-dropping parachute, mirroring the engine heat of the Viper for the benefit of any heat-seeking missiles.  
 
    It released directly into the Murad’s path. Through one of the mirrors, he watched as the Zinj didn’t dodge immediately, seemed to be playing chicken for two or three long seconds until, at the very last microsecond, it dodged out of the way, rolling sideways and clearing the flare by what had to be three feet if that. 
 
    A moment later the Zinj was back on his six o’clock. 
 
    Son of a bitch. 
 
    Well, he’d expected that from an ace in a Murad. 
 
    Covering those poor bastards on the ground. 
 
    Bastard might be holding on his six. He’d do his job. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Finally, three miles from the rig, the arroyo came to a point where they could leave it. The dune buggy’s big tires churned and Stewart gripped the frame as Brengle drove up. 
 
    Above, the planes whirled in their game of chicken; the Viper pilots were afraid to do anything because the Zinj planes, which were smaller and looked more agile, would blow them away. So far the pursuers on the ground weren’t doing much, and the buggy was faster. If they could keep from getting blocked off, they might just make it to the hamlet of Aygona, which was about a hundred and twenty miles away. 
 
    It would be a long chase and there might be more Zinj coming in, but if people could just keep from shooting… if the Zinj on the ground didn’t shoot, they had a chance. 
 
    Behind and around them roared the Zinj jeeps in pursuit. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Finagle two six,” Jamison was saying over the squadron and sector encrypted frequency. 
 
    “Kobold,” said Mordar back. “Fifty-two?” 
 
    “Fifty-one turquoise. Mangolin.” 
 
    “Mangolin goblin. Beholder eye-nine.” 
 
    Code words, because you couldn’t be quite sure if the Zinj had hacked the latest encryptions or not. They were squadron-specific, typed up on computers without the physical capability to connect to electronic networks, then photocopied and circulated. They changed every couple of days and O’Connor hadn’t had time to fully memorize the latest, what with getting in. 
 
    Still, he had some idea of what they were saying and it didn’t shock him when Jamison said,  
 
    “Ready to act? Close to a hundred feet on my wing and follow me.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    The two jets raised their altitude from a thousand to two and a half thousand feet as the distance between them shrank by two thirds, close wing formation now. Then they turned to put the sun about a ten-degree angle from behind them. Heading away from the scene of the chase, which would make sense if… 
 
    “Your last chaff when I do,” said Jamison.  
 
    Yep, thought O’Connor with a smirk. He had gotten the gist of that coded exchange… 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Jamison, with O’Connor sticking to him, turned that last ten degrees so that the sun was directly behind them, them and the Murads who were sticking to their sixes like glue. A moment later Jamison released both of his chaff packets and O’Connor released the last of his. 
 
    More sprinkling metallic snowflakes unfolded into the bright desert sky, tens of thousands of them. Filling up the radar screen… although O’Connor kept his eyes away from behind them, the glaring sun hurt to look toward. He could just barely make out the Murads. 
 
    “Really think you could fake us out?” came a Zinj voice over the general communications channel. A cold, even voice with only a slight accent. “We’ve got you. Want to play a shooting match?” 
 
    “We’d love to,” said Mordar’s voice, as her and Castle’s Vipers appeared out of the glaring sun, through the chaff cloud onto the tails of the Murads. 
 
    “Sh—” 
 
    The Murads peeled off O’Connor’s and Jamison’s sixes, moving to reduce their own risk. Accelerated. 
 
    “Stay on them,” Mordar said, “until they allow us the ultimate courtesy of their departure.” 
 
    “Actual furball might be a little different,” said Jamison to O’Connor. “But two on one they lose in a game of chicken, and they know it.” 
 
    O’Connor swung his Viper up, chasing the Murad who’d swung off his tail – the ace, he was fairly sure. It evaded, turned narrowly, only for Castle or Mordar to swing in. 
 
    “Want to shoot your way out of this? Because we’re going to get at least one of you,” said Mordar’s cold voice over the general channel. 
 
    “Infidel scum.” 
 
    The Murads formed up side by side and headed away, back in the direction of the ground chase. 
 
    “On them. We’re providing air cover to those guys down there, remember?” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    The Murads accelerated, touching their afterburners. The four Vipers sped after them, their own afterburners blazing, the planes vibrating as they blasted through the sound barrier with the desert flickering past below them at a blur. 
 
    Slowing down. The Vipers kept on them, the dust plumes of the ground chase appearing. 
 
    One of the Murads dropped a pair of bombs down at the fleeing dune buggy. 
 
    Oh shit, thought O’Connor as the bombs exploded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Boom and BOOM as the explosions rocked the dune buggy. Sand and worse exploded around them, lashing them; Bobby Merwin screamed and Glynn Stewart gritted his teeth. 
 
    Brengle kept driving. 
 
    The nearer of the explosions had been a hundred yards away, and that one had been was high explosive. The other had been shrapnel, and it had gone off probably two hundred yards away, and something had sliced into Stewart’s skinsuit. 
 
    Cutting him. He felt the pain in his right arm. Blood. Blood and pain. 
 
    Oh fuck. 
 
    Merwin screamed again. 
 
    “They got me! Oh God they got me!” 
 
    Stewart checked himself out first. The injury wasn’t actually that bad, although it hurt like hell. He moved his right arm; yeah, flesh wound. He’d need to remove the skinsuit, needed to patch it, but it could wait. 
 
    Merwin was slumping. 
 
    “Keep driving,” Stewart told Brengle. There were Zinj no more than a few hundred yards behind, although now that the pilots were clear to fight they wouldn’t be around for long. “Keep the hell driving.” 
 
    “Oh God Supervisor I don’t wanna die!” Merwin howled. 
 
    Stewart pulled the first-aid kit from the glovebox, tossed it into the back seat. Undid his seat belt, took a firm hold and, as the speeding dune buggy – seventy miles per hour, the speedometer said – rocked and bumped across a dune. 
 
    He threw himself into the back seat, got a belt across him. Merwin had been hit and hit bad; he was clutching his side and moaning, trying not to cry. 
 
    “Get that skinsuit off.” That was the first thing. He reached for the emergency pull, which was there because occasionally out on the rigs you did have emergencies that called for rapid medical attention. The side of Merwin’s skinsuit opened around one arm; the kid coughed and spat blood. 
 
    Fuck. Fuck you, Zinj, thought Stewart as he inspected the wound; a big gash in the side of Bobby’s chest, starting maybe six inches below the armpit. Continuing maybe another four inches. 
 
    Brengle bounced the buggy over a rock that jounced them sideways. 
 
    “I don’t wanna die,” Merwin moaned. 
 
    “And you’re not going to. Those flyboys are going to waste the fucking Zinj.” 
 
    That was when the Zinj jeeps opened up with their machine-guns. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “No,” Mordar ordered. “Don’t pursue. They’re gone and we can’t catch up with Murads hauling ass. And we’ve got work on the ground. 
 
    Muzzle-flashes. 
 
    “Cannon. Go in on those jeeps and destroy them.” 
 
    “Nigger nigger,” said one of the Zinj. “Fuck the CU niggers.” 
 
    O’Connor bared his teeth as he armed his cannon; weapons live. 
 
    Don’t know which of the Zinj I’m gonna get, he thought. But I know which of you I want. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Stewart pressed a thick gauze patch to Merwin’s chest, trying to stem the blood flow. Pressed the edges in, not knowing what else he could do. The shrapnel appeared to have gone in deep. 
 
    “Mr. Stewart, all those girls I was talking to you guys about? The girls I fucked?” Merwin pleaded. “Never fucked any of them. Only got past second base once. I’m sorry I lied to you, Mr. Stewart.” 
 
    A line of bullets scored along the side of the jeep. Brengle snarled as something hit the engine and it stammered. The buggy began to slow. 
 
    Oh fuck fuck fuck. 
 
    “Jackie, I want to see you again,” Stewart mouthed. Not saying anything aloud, because he wasn’t going to scare the apprentice any more than the kid already was, but…  
 
    Bad news. 
 
    What he said aloud was, “Nothing to apologize for, Bobby. Nothing at all to apologize for. We’re going to get you back alive; you’ll fuck every girl in Barbiero. Hell, you’re gonna be a combat veteran now! You’ll do every woman in Sand Harb—” 
 
    Bullets sliced through the definitely-slowing jeep, one of them slamming into Stewart as he applied the patch. 
 
    Then cannon fire from the sky cut into the nearest of the jeeps. Tracers, that ripped open the thing’s fuel tank and ignited it in a flaming explosion. 
 
    “Got one! You see that guys, we got one!” shouted Brengle. 
 
    “We got one. They got one into me,” Stewart said. His chest hurt, and oh fuck. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Good kill, Castle,” Mordar said as the second jeep lit up. 
 
    The five – no, three now! – Zinj jeeps were torn between their original target and defending themselves from C Flight. One of them, the one Castle had just killed, had sent up a manpad missile; it had gone nowhere, probably not enough time to arm. 
 
    There was a Zinj about to get into O’Connor’s sights as he lined it up. Flying low and slow; it was a six-wheeler and men riding it were gaining on the slowing dune buggy, starting to open fire. 
 
    We’ll just see about that, you sons of bitches. 
 
    “Hey, CU niggers! Fuck you all fucking CU niggers!” 
 
    Seeming to move slowly, the cannon sights overtook the Zinj jeep. O’Connor squeezed the trigger with his index finger, and— 
 
    Streams of shells lanced out. 
 
    “Nigg—” the voice was cut off as a burst of thirty-millimeter high explosive shells impacted. The jeep tumbled, turned over. 
 
    Another one launched a rocket-propelled grenade somewhere into the air toward O’Connor, who ducked and rolled and aimed his Viper at that second-to-last jeep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bullets clawed across the buggy as a Zinj jeep drew alongside them ten feet away, snarling men emptying automatic rifles at them. 
 
    One round blew the top of Bobby Merwin’s head off. 
 
    Glynn Stewart turned, tried to bring his rifle up. He’d been shot at least twice and it hurt, oh God it hurt. 
 
    Bullets cut into him. 
 
    The last thing he heard was Brengle screaming. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Oh, think we can cut in close, do we?” asked Mordar as her cannon-fire sliced into the last jeep, slowing it down and ripping it to pieces. The gunfire abruptly stopped; its engine began to burn. She saw a man tumble from it, robes on fire, before her Viper passed over. Turned and banked sharply for another look, to see if anyone was still alive on the dune buggy. 
 
    Movement from the front seat, at least. She thought she saw one of the two in the back seat twitch. 
 
    “Bravo Control,” she said. “Five Zinj vehicles have been destroyed. We have civilian survivors; repeat, civilian survivors. Get medicaid in now.”  
 
    “We’ll send in a plane. Got their own cover, some of the 99th. You guys cover the scene until they get here. Then you’re good.” 
 
    “Getting toward bingo fuel,” said Jamison. Meaning the amount they needed to get back to Cone Hill with limited maneuver time outside of that. 
 
    “Two of us should be enough,” Mordar decided. “Shaker, Meat, you did a good job facing off against those Murads and in the fight. Head home.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “Cleared to land, Insha’Allah,” came through the radio earpiece of Senior Colonel Sheikh Afzal ibn-Aziz al-Malik al-Sayidi, the goateed Zinj ace. 
 
    He aimed his Murad down toward the carrier Fist of Allah in a landing path. A slight smile was on his face; from the radio transmissions screaming for help, a few of those pathetic Rafsa heretics had died too, alongside the Western vermin. None of the CU planes had been downed, but this had been primarily an advanced reconnaissance flight; the al-Sayidi clan didn’t trust the Rafsa and Djegouni clans who’d been operating here earlier. 
 
    The al-Sayidi clan had carriers. The Rafsas had some on the way, and the Djegounis had two inferior ones. The mighty Sayidi clan had three the equal of the Fist of Allah and several lesser ones on the way. 
 
    He looked down at the Fist. It was a little over a thousand feet long, a flight deck at the top of a structure that sloped down to about twice the flight deck’s width to accommodate vast sets of treads. Jutting from the middle of one sloped side was a square control tower with a domed prayer tower on top of that. 
 
    His carrier; there was room for six attack squadrons on board it, and it could launch anything from Murads to Jaridah medium bombers. Aboard were a crew of eight thousand; the carrier group built around it, including the six-hundred-foot long carrier Lawah, infantry and fighting-vehicle support units, air defense and supply carriers, numbered nineteen thousand warriors of Muhammed’s flame. 
 
    He brought the plane into a landing; no need for the catching hooks, the Murad was agile enough that it could land on two thirds the length of the Fist if need be. 
 
    Enlisted men ran to greet him, two of them pushing a ladder. They set it up as he hit the canopy and climbed out. 
 
    He was a tall man, Senior Colonel Afzal al-Malik, six foot three but bone thin. His cheekbones were high, his eyes sunken, his scalp shaved bare, and his bearing was menacing confidence. He was forty-six years old and had been at continuous holy war for the last thirty-two of those years. 
 
    “How was your reconnaissance? Did you find them, sir?” asked Squadron-Colonel Maha, senior intelligence officer of the Fist of Allah. 
 
    “We found them,” said al-Malik. “They are weak; even when they outnumbered us twice over, they didn’t dare attack.” 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “We will not be such cowards.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    O’Connor was pumped when they landed back at Cone. Chief Tyrell and some of the other ground crew came back, the balding Tyrell opening the canopy. 
 
    “Heard you had some action on your very first run, sir!” 
 
    “Hell yeah!” O’Connor extended a hand to Tyrell, enthusiastically shook it. “Paint on a jeep scratch, guys! I got one of ‘em – two, I think!” 
 
    There was a chorus of approval, “Go!”s and “Hell yeah!”s from the crew. 
 
    “Well, better wait until the cameras confirm it, sir!” said his crew chief. “Officially, that’s when we break out the paint. Unofficially, sir? Congratulations!” 
 
    “Damn straight!” 
 
    Down in the ready room pouring himself a cold apple-juice – he needed that – with Jamison, O’Connor had another pleasant surprise.  
 
    A very pleasant surprise: slim blonde Ensign Namur came in, wearing blue day uniform and smiling. She’d been one of his Academy yearmates and Advanced Training classmates; he’d known she’d been assigned to Eastern Watch but not to this squadron. 
 
    She walked with a limp, and there was a nasty but shallow slash across the left cheek of her round face. One arm was rolled up and a sealed burn-bandage was over it. 
 
    “You’d know Greenie?” asked Sub-Commander Jimmy-Jane in his hick drawl.  
 
    Yeah, it made sense they’d have a couple of rookie callsigns to use – probably more than a couple. 
 
    “Thought you hadn’t made it!” O’Connor and Namur hugged. 
 
    “Almost didn’t. They shot us down all right, but the pilot managed a crash landing. Nobody died. Busted ankle” – she gestured down – “a few scratches” – at her face, “and this burn. But cleared for light duty.” 
 
    “She’ll be working for me,” said Jimmy-Jane. “Mook can get some flight time.” 
 
    Lieutenant Judy ‘Mook’ Gallibresci was the squadron’s assistant operations/intel officer. 
 
    “Sir, any word on those kills?” 
 
    “Eager to get your first scratch painted on, huh?” Jimmy-Jane grinned. “Well, wait a while. I’ll authorize you and Jamison a single beer each, though, since you won’t be flying out again for the next eight hours.”  
 
    “Hell yeah sir. Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jaeger was out in the Sand Harbor airfield, conducting a few unannounced inspections – just herself, her aide Sub-Commander Conroy, an enlisted communications tech and Air Corporal Wilpers – when a passenger liner came into the civilian section not far away. When the stairs were rolled up to it, people wearing red began filing out. People waring the same shades of red, all of them. 
 
    “McAllister,” she said to the communications tech, an early-twenties female air corporal, “please signal basewide Code Three status immediately. Conroy, I want the Pathfinder reaction company and some armor around that plane. Nobody from it is to leave the immediate area without my say-so.” 
 
    The people in red were definitely some kind of military unit, although they didn’t look to be armed. As they filed off the plane they formed up in lines. Hundreds of them… 
 
    “Captain Barnes,” she said to the commander of the four-ship attack-helicopter flight she’d been visiting. “Thank you for your time. We’ll get you the people and supplies you need; it looks like you’ll do just fine with them. You’ve been functioning adequately given your logistical condition, which I’m not going to hold against you.” 
 
    Barnes was a slim red-haired woman aged around thirty. She looked relieved; Jaeger had found a few issues. 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    Her XO, Lieutenant Jackman, had turned to an enlisted man around the choppers’ hangars. Now the crews were going to lockers, taking rifles and sub-machineguns. Loading them and moving to positions around the hangars that were obviously prearranged. Several of them had heavier weapons, light machine-guns and rocket launchers, that were definitely not table of organization issue for any ground crews in the Confederated Union Air Force. 
 
    Jaeger raised an eyebrow. Impressed. 
 
    “We deploy further forwards than the fixed-wing guys do. We’ve come under local harassment before. Things go bad,” said Barnes, “then we’re not going to get overrun on my watch.” 
 
    Jaeger nodded, then made a decision. 
 
    “I want one of your birds in the air immediately, or as soon as possible. Heavy weapons  people, cover the plane and those people.” 
 
    “Ma’am, reaction company says they’ll be there in ten minutes,” said McAllister. 
 
    “Conroy, take command of them,” Jaeger said. 
 
    “Ma’am, you going to do what I think you’re going to do?” her aide asked. 
 
    The people – hundreds of them, and better-disciplined than any Zinj she’d seen, but an infiltration strike would be their best and if the Zinj could learn technology from their AIs, they could learn self-discipline somewhere – didn’t seem to be armed, certainly weren’t holding rifles. But they were carrying packs, and some of them were starting to open those packs. 
 
    She didn’t have ten minutes. She was going to address this now, if they were Zinj. 
 
    Ten minutes. It takes my Pathfinder reaction company ten minutes to deploy to a central point in the middle of the Sand Harbor base? 
 
    The Raiders and Lancers should have had more attentive eyes than the Sector Commander’s, and been there now, covering this group to deal with any threat. There should have been an element standing by, already in place, around the runways. What if they had been Zinj infiltrators? 
 
    “Conroy, I’m going to address the issue personally, and after that we’re going to have a conversation with Sub-Commander Brinston about the standards that are expected of a ready company. Wilpers, McAllister, come with.” 
 
    Wilpers chambered a round into his submachinegun as he followed her to where the people in red were filing off. Hundreds of them, although they’d finished unloading – had to be six hundred, easily. A battalion. 
 
    She wouldn’t have thrown her life away so stupidly if she’d really thought they were Zinj; any half-competent attack force would have come out armed and immediately headed for key positions, and there’d have been a fight. The Zinj weren’t always competent, but they never lacked aggressiveness. But unexpected visitors were an issue she was going to take care of immediately. Personally. 
 
    The chopper ground crews moved like they knew what they were doing – apparently some of the people and parts their commander had been unable to arrange, resulting in an effective strength of only three out of four ships, had been spent instead on cross-training with local ground troops – and a couple dozen of them, moving competently as squads, ran after her. 
 
    The guys forming up on the ground didn’t seem too alarmed as she and the helicopter people came toward them; one of their officers shouted something and six hundred left boot-heels slammed into the ground as they drew to attention, left knife-hands rigidly by their hips and right fists high against their chests in some foreign salute. They wore puffy pale-red shirts, baggy crimson pants and high black boots, about two thirds were bearded and every last one of them had an elaborate turban on their head. 
 
    “Cover them but don’t shoot unless they open up first,” Jaeger told Captain Barnes. 
 
    “Ma’am,” Barnes replied. 
 
    The troops were formed into three lines of about a hundred and fifty, plus two lines each of perhaps half that many people. Three companies of line infantry plus a – weapons? vehicles? – company and a HQ element, was her best guess as she ran forwards with Wilpers and the tech, and attack-helicopter Captain Barnes. 
 
    The command group at the very front – they had swords, she realized, they weren’t completely unarmed – were turning to meet her. The lead, a big dark-skinned man with silvery duct tape over his black epaulettes, turned to meet her. He banged a fist to his chest, again, in salute.  The rest of the command group followed his lead, saluted themselves. 
 
    “Air Marshal Jaeger, ma’am?” His accent was lilting and something about his pronunciation implied English wasn’t his first language. 
 
    Jaeger stopped, returned a Confederated Union edge-of-hand to forehead salute. 
 
    “And you would be?” 
 
    “Friends,” the man said. “Unarmed friends, aside from the swords.” 
 
    All the troops had swords, she noticed. Not just the officers. 
 
    “May I ask where you’re from?” 
 
    “Khalsa,” said the apparent commander. 
 
    That made sense. The Kingdom of Khalsa was an equatorial country on and around the western foothills, some distance south of where the Confederated Union’s territories ended. 
 
    “And you would be?” 
 
    “Gobind Sandhar, Air Marshal.”  
 
    “Your rank?” 
 
    Sandhar smiled. “Civilian. We are all just civilian friends, taking a vacation. You will notice we are not wearing insignia of any kind.” 
 
    Silver duct tape was over the man’s collarboards, too; over some kind of badge on the front of his turban and over a stretch of his chest that probably held ribbons. The same applied to his command group, and all the others she could see. 
 
    The men all wore beards. There were a few women, and three of the seven people in the command group were fair-skinned; in fact, one of their beards was thick flaming red. 
 
    “I see,” said Jaeger, waiting for Sandhar to continue. 
 
    “We understand the commander of Confederated Union ground forces in this sector is a Major-General Charles Brodie. Could you direct us to his headquarters?” 
 
    “Take the battalion to the military terminal,” Jaeger told Captain Barnes. “Keep an eye on them and keep them in the area, but they’re friends until they give reason to think otherwise. Mr. Sandhar and your – close friends? Come this way.” 
 
    Shouting happened and directions were given. Most of the Khalsans seemed to understand basic English well enough, since there was no translated repetition from the officers and NCOs. 
 
    “I’ll take you to the headquarters building. Flight Sergeant MacAllister, please contact Brodie’s office and let him know we’re coming.” 
 
    Raiders and Lancers began to appear, the base reaction company finally showing up. Conroy was gesturing at them to stand down. 
 
    “Foreign intervention in the Date Line region has been expressly forbidden by Union City for a decade now,” Jaeger said flatly. “May I ask why the King has decided to send a battalion to Sand Harbor, only for them to be sent right back probably on the same jet you chartered to get here?” 
 
    “How closely do you follow politics, Air Marshal?” Sandhar asked as they walked. She could have ordered a vehicle, but she wanted to talk with these people first. Things were possibly developing faster than she – and others in Union City – could have expected. 
 
    Certainly yesterday’s attacks had been unanticipated. What was going on with the Council of Eleven, and in the west outside the CU? 
 
    “Less than I should,” she lied. Although possibly with a grain of truth – had she been looking in the wrong directions? 
 
    “Commerce, in particular,” said Sandhar. His senior people lagged behind them, giving their commander a little privacy to discuss things with her. “The Kingdom, and more than a few of its principal families, corporations and mutual-benefit associations, have significant investments in mining firms all along the Date Line region. GMA, TruPD, Sullivan Minerals and others. We also have post-refinery industries on our soil and interests in more than one of the orbital smelters. 
 
    “The Zinj have been hurting those. Zinj activity in the Date Line region has made a measurable dent in our economy and we – from the King down to all our friends here, off-duty soldiers of the Royal Army, who have decided as individuals to take paid personal leave for a desert vacation here – are tired of it.” 
 
    “You don’t expect Union City to tell Brodie to use force if need be to send you home.” 
 
    “There are media here.” Sandhar gestured at the civilian terminals. “Union City is going to have to justify why it’s refusing competent reinforcements while simultaneously blaming a lack of manpower as an excuse for their inaction and inability to defend the civilians. 
 
    “A lot of people would like to see that justification. Especially given this evening’s coming no-confidence vote in Chalmerston and the Centrist Coalition.” 
 
    “I see,” said Jaeger. 
 
    “And in any case, we are merely civilian friends taking a vacation until or unless His Majesty calls us to serve. None of us are officially here in any capacity. Any arms we buy, on the open market as any civilian can out here, will be for personal hunting use. If we choose to base our hunting – there are goats out there, you know, with quite fine meat! – out of rig areas for the sake of access to whatever amenities the rigs might have, if those rig workers choose to offer us such hospitality? And if those rigs come under attack? Well, it is the duty of any good Sikh, as you know, to defend the weak.” 
 
    He patted the sword at his belt. “More than a symbol, I assure you. If Guru Nanak had lived later, he would have commanded us to carry pistols instead.” 
 
    This is a Deus Vult wet dream, thought Jaeger, and wondered if the vigilantes had had something to do with this. 
 
    “Ma’am,” said McAllister urgently. She was listening to her headpiece. “Vice-Marshal Holt reports there are Zinj aircraft approaching the Date Line.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Report made,” said the communications officer. “She’s out dealing with that group who just arrived, sir.” 
 
    Vice-Marshal Oliver Holt turned his attention back to the communications and radar screens. Two aircraft, apparently having taken off from a temporary airstrip in a known Zinj laager, were on their way in, thirty miles from the Date Line. 
 
    Holt was a bomber man, and not even a pilot; he’d spent his flying career as a bombardier and ordnance expert. Jaeger’s predecessor, Air Marshal Wright, had been a fighter pilot like too many senior Air Force officers; almost three quarters of the Force’s flag-ranked officers had started as pilots. He’d bullied Holt a little over so-called over-cautiousness; fighter pilots in their own view were aggressive, and everyone else just existed to support them. 
 
    Except that the point of a bomber is the ordnance, Holt had always personally thought. The pilot just helped me get to where I could do my job. 
 
    Jaeger’s criticisms of that, yesterday, had stung. The Air Marshal had never flown combat aircraft at all; her only actual aircraft command had been a squadron of Condor supersonic reconnaissance planes back in the day. And she hadn’t had any qualms about going head-on, despite being a career staff officer, with fist-pumping tank jocks like Brodie. 
 
    He had been too cautious, probably, and not aggressive enough. Perhaps people had been killed because of that; perhaps if he hadn’t cooperated with Brodie so much and focused on air operations and not ‘provoking’ the Zinj, those people might not have died yesterday. 
 
    He was in charge right now, while Jaeger was out of the command center. He was going to do the same job he imagined Jaeger would; he wasn’t going to repeat his mistakes. 
 
    “Intercept something. Those assets” – he pointed at a map – the carrier Avaya. “They have a combat air patrol in the air like they should?” 
 
    “Yessir. Two Cobras, fitted for anti-air,” reported the deputy operations officer, a group captain. 
 
    “Scramble the rest of their flight and send those two after the Zinj now. The other wing can burn fuel and catch up. I want a positive visual identification. Establish radio contact and make it clear they’re about to cross into forbidden territory.” 
 
    “And if they do?” asked the deputy operations officer.  
 
    “I think we all heard the Air Marshal yesterday afternoon,” Holt said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Thirty-two degree intercept course toward those incomings,” Lieutenant Angelo ‘Brimstone’ diStefano repeated back. “Roger that, Avaya Control.” 
 
    diStefano flew a Hawker-Dynamics GAF-10 Cobra, a plane that might have been the AAF-12 Viper’s cousin if not its brother. It had the same general sharp-edged angular shape, but where the Viper was lean, the Cobra was a bit chubbier due to better armor and a heavier cannon; it was designed to be able to defend itself in the air but not really for dogfighting – to shoot down bombers and such, although there were many incidents where Cobras had won on even terms against Murads. 
 
    He was hoping the Zinj identified on radar weren’t Murads. Because there hadn’t been too many incidents like that. 
 
    “Let’s go,” diStefano told his wingman, Lieutenant Nicholas ‘N3’ Nicolaides III.  
 
    Nicolaides’ Cobra followed on his wing, flying at twelve thousand feet over rough rocky hills and a few goats. Here and there, very well-spaced apart, were occasional buildings or the ruins of them. This wasn’t mineral-rich country, but there was enough water to make widely-spaced farming viable for those who could deal with the earthquakes. 
 
    Indicators started to light up before they made visual contact. Were these Zinj ECW birds or something? Because they were blazing active electronics at high intensity in every direction – active radar, encrypted communications transmissions at high bandwidth. If the radar hadn’t picked them up then the most basic sensors would have. 
 
    “Zinj are now within ten miles of the Date Line,” came a new voice, a man diStefano had never heard before from the Avaya or the various control towers. “Accelerate and take them down the minute they cross.” 
 
    “Yessir,” said diStefano. 
 
    He accelerated his jet, Nicolaides on his wing, to four hundred miles per hour then four hundred and twenty, pushing hard. Soon the Zinj were in sight; he brought his optics to zoom in on them, since they were flying a steady course. 
 
    Two-engined, high-winged Jaridah medium bombers. They were flying side by side about four hundred yards apart, speed about three hundred miles per hour, on a straight course heading directly for the Date Line. 
 
    “They are three miles away,” came that male voice. “Warn them to turn back; the moment they cross, shoot them down.” 
 
    “Yessir,” said diStefano. “Who is this, sir?” 
 
    “This is Eastern Air Five Actual.” 
 
    The sector XO himself. Shit. 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    diStefano brought up civilian general aviation. 
 
    “Zinj Jaridahs at” – he gave the coordinates – “you are on a direct course for the Planetary Date Line. Turn around immediately. Repeat. Turn around immediately. You will be shot down immediately upon crossing the Date Line.” 
 
    No response. He tried it on a couple more frequencies. Nothing. 
 
    “They’re emitting so much electronic shit they probably can’t hear themselves,” said Nicolaides. 
 
    “Want me to take a closer look, sir?” diStefano asked – what was the deputy sector commander’s name? Holt, that was it. Air Vice-Marshal Holt. “Could be they had an internal malfunction – straight lines like that, air-pressure issue and they’re knocked out?” 
 
    “Not going to have an air-pressure issue at twelve thousand,” said Nicolaides. “I’ve climbed mountains higher than that without a mask.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter what their excuse is,” Vice-Marshal Holt said. “They cross the Meridian and you shoot them down. As the Sector Commander made clear in this morning’s Order of the Day.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    diStefano followed orders, but the humane part of him didn’t particularly like this one. Something was wrong with those Zinj, for them to be flying on a course like this and not responding. They had to be unconscious, or very badly lost – in which case why were they ignoring communications, damnit? – or something. What was wrong with them? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Flying Officer Third-Class Hilel al-Jafri al-Sayidi looked over from the co-pilot’s seat of the left-side Jaridah, to Flying Officer First-Class Yaquiz Khalil al-Sayidi. The navigation panel showed they were about to cross the Zero-Three-Sixty Meridian. Behind them were two fighters. The Jaridah’s radio panel was switched off so the pilots couldn’t hear any hailing, but they were clear on radar and on the cockpit mirrors. 
 
    “Think of the seventy-two virgins, sir,” he said to his captain. 
 
    The pilot’s gritted teeth became a smile. 
 
    “I so want to get laid,” Khalil said. 
 
    “Me too, sir,” said al-Jafri. “So badly.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They’ve crossed the Meridian,” the Vice-Marshal’s voice came through to diStefano, who could see it perfectly well on his own sensors. He was already moving into position; no need to waste a missile here. 
 
    “Engaging, sir,” diStefano said. Then to Nicolaides, unnecessarily: “Go.” 
 
    diStefano had already brought the Jaridah’s left-side engine into his sights. Now he opened up with his cannon; missing, adjusting slightly, firing thirty-five millimeter shells into the engine and then into the fuel tanks inside the bomber’s inner wing. The engine blew up; the fuel started to burn and then the outer part of the left wing of the Jaridah fell away. 
 
    The bomber nosed down, then dove burning toward the rocky sand below. Nicolaides’ bomber fell a moment later. 
 
    “Let’s make sure they’re gone.” Although it was obvious, nothing shot up that badly was going to recover.  
 
    With Nicolaides on his wing, diStefano reduced speed and flew down, keeping the shot-down Zinj visible all the way down. They tumbled and fell, blooming into explosions on the ground. 
 
    “Good job,” said Vice-Marshal Holt. “Doesn’t matter what their excuse is; we don’t care. Going forwards, Zinj do not cross the Meridian. Ever. Not even by a mile.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Good job, Holt,” said Jaeger as she came into the command center. It was a corner office with sweeping views of the airfield and across industrial and residential districts of Sand Harbor. Against the walls were consoles; right now a feed was replaying the pilots’ camera footage following the Zinj bombers as they were shot down. 
 
    “Good job all of you, in fact,” she added to the crowd of officers and techs. 
 
    “Ma’am,” said a lieutenant from one of the screens. “The Zinj have responded.” 
 
    That was quick, Jaeger thought without the slightest jot of surprise. 
 
    “What are they saying, Lieutenant Malawo? Put it up, if you’ve got a feed.” 
 
    The lieutenant hit a couple of buttons. Audio, no visual: 
 
    “…absolutely condemns the Confederated Union’s unprovoked destruction of two aircraft and the murder of eight crew…” 
 
    Jaeger gestured for the lieutenant to shut it off. 
 
    “They’re testing our defenses and trying to cause an incident, possibly in time for the no-confidence vote coming up in Union City. Don’t be surprised if they try this a second time, just to get more casualties they can exploit.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Scratch two,” said Chief Tyrell as he, with a paintbrush and more than a dash of calligraphic style, marked the left side – he’d already marked the right – of O’Connor’s Viper with two tally-marks, a couple of feet under its canopy toward the nose. 
 
    The gathered ground crew applauded. O’Connor grinned wider than he had in a long time, wider than he thought he had since finally making it clear of the five intense years that had been the Academy. 
 
    “Not bad for a rookie on his first patrol, sir. If I may say so. Sir.” The crew chief was grinning as he put out a hand for O’Connor to shake. 
 
    O’Connor gladly shook it. Respect from an experienced guy like Tyrell? Yeah, that meant a damn. 
 
    “Call me nigger, do they? Call anyone that, do they? Taught them!” 
 
    “Yeah?” drawled Sub-Commander Jimmy-Jane from behind. “They did a bit worse than call you names, kid.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Reviewed the video, you earned both of the tallies you just put on. Good job, Ensign. But guess what? Zinj took that rig, and killed all three of its crew as they ran. This was just one of eleven major incidents today so far across the Watch, but one of those three guys leaves behind a wife and three kids, another was the single parent of an eleven-year-old daughter. And the last one they killed was a working apprentice, sixteen years old.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Ma’am,” Commander Jenkins said. 
 
    From his tone, Jaeger could tell her intelligence officer had bad news. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Preliminary intelligence. Detailed machining analysis from the Jaridahs shot down.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have access to that. We shouldn’t have access to that,” Jaeger observed. Although she knew Service people had accompanied the crash-investigation team. From her impression of Jenkins, and from the cynical, disrespectful little man’s record, it didn’t surprise her in the least that he’d found a way to do things he shouldn’t have either. 
 
    “Looks like there might be a new clan involved,” said Jenkins. “Eastern Watch isn’t just a Djegouni and Rafsa operation any more, maybe.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Preliminary analysis shows a finer degree of precision than either the Djegounis or the Rafsas have shown from past wreckage. We’ve got a new clan playing here, whose production facilities are better…” 
 
    “Which would explain the carriers,” said Jaeger. Unnecessarily. Carriers were hard to build. And if Service eyes, limited as they were even with the augmentation of Army and Force intelligence, had been focused only on those clans that had been a factor in this part of the Zinj’s west until now… 
 
    “Ma’am,” said Sub-Commander Conroy. “They’re about to announce the results of Deputy Weaver’s no-confidence vote.” 
 
    Oh right. It was late evening in Sand Harbor, but only early evening in Union City. 
 
    “Everyone’s in Conference Room Main,” Conroy said. “Join us, ma’am?” 
 
    “Join me, Jenkins. Get away from your intel desk for a bit and watch some screen with us,” Jaeger said. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Most of Eastern Watch’s Air Command people – almost everyone, barring a skeleton command-center crew – were assembled in Conference Room Main, thickly enough that some people were standing and Pathfinder Captain Vikanian, Jaeger’s chief of headquarters security, had seen fit to assign a whole team to each of the two entrances. The four red-bereted soldiers by the main entrance saluted Jaeger as she came in. 
 
    The room’s main screen was tuned to the National News Network, which was currently showing a view of the Confederated Union’s seven-sided – one for each of the original Federal states – capitol cupola. On it were flags— 
 
    Then the feed cut to crowds on Macau Square, filling its half-mile-by-half-mile space. One side of Macau Square was government administrative buildings with pillars and statuary; the other two sides, facing the Federal building and to the east of it, were carefully-graduated-in-height commercial buildings, not all of whose office space was devoted to lobbying firms. 
 
    Right now there had to be two hundred thousand people in the Square, if not more. The cameras cut from what the screencaster described as “agitators”, protestors against Zinj aggression, to a cordoned-off group of “peacemakers” waving signs and banners saying ‘Peace In Our Time – Please!”, “No Blood For Minerals” and “Withdraw Politely.” 
 
    The cameras couldn’t conceal the fact that those people were a steep and serious minority in the square right now, separated by police from their opponents. 
 
    They cut to the Chamber of Deputies, a sweeping heptagon full of tiered rows of seats. A virtual diagram appeared in one corner of the screen, showing the current by-allegiance layout of its five hundred representatives. 
 
    “As voting comes to a conclusion…” 
 
    Jaeger exchanged glances with Holt and Tangetti.  
 
    “Chalmerston, at the lead of his now greatly-diminished Centrist Coalition now cedes the First’s hammer to Deputy, now First Secretary, Peggey Weaver of the Classical Liberal Party” – a camera cut to antiwar protestors in Macau Square booing, a short-handled live cut that couldn’t quite hide the fact that ten times as many “agitators” were cheering at the outcome – “by a vote of 291 to 180, with a number of abstentions.” 
 
    Jaeger felt her right eye socket twitch under its patch. Looked at Jenkins, who was focused – a little too intently? – on the screen. A part of her noted that Jenkins’ right hand was clenched around the top of his sidearm, the way Jaeger well knew her own was. 
 
    Why do I get a bad vibe? 
 
    Cut to now-First Secretary Weaver walking down a wide, elegant corridor that Jaeger knew led to the balcony overlooking Macau Square. From what had to be a drone or a well-adjusted shoulder-cam, she could tell that the tall woman was surrounded by press and giving a word to none of them. Clenched in the side of her mouth was one of her thin cigarillos, presently unlit, and on her face was a look of firm resolution. 
 
    “Weaver now approaches the Presentation Balcony to declare her victory and the mandate she has achieved with it.” 
 
    Chatter through the conference room. Outside in Sand Harbor it was dark; in Union City the sun was setting. Whoever scheduled these votes had a sense of drama. 
 
    Jaeger remained silent, ignoring glasses raised to her – the sector’s Protocol Officer had set up a table of refreshments, including alcohol for those whose work schedules allowed the drinking of it – and questions asked of her, preferring to remain inside her own head. 
 
    Why do I feel so twitchy right now? 
 
    “The first major political shift since before the Zinj fully occupied the Contested Areas and began pushing in the Disputed Areas, Weaver’s dramatic return from the political graveyard clearly signifies a growing public shift toward Islamophobia…” 
 
    “Change the channel,” she ordered curtly. 
 
    A moment later, someone did, to Combined Media Network. It showed much the same thing as National News Network’s feed had been about to: close-up drone footage as Weaver, surrounded by aides – security had had the journalists back off at the entrance – arrived at the balcony.  
 
    It was a big square balcony, fourth floor or so, designed for speeches and ceremonies in front of gatherings on the square. Built into the statuesque front railings were speaker pickups; built into the monuments and statues around Macau Square were loudspeakers. 
 
    Now-First Secretary Weaver cleared her throat. 
 
    “Today—” 
 
    Explosions. 
 
    For a moment the screen cut out. 
 
    Only for a moment. Then to another drone; trailing rockets, arcing from the other side of the relatively low government buildings fronting Macau Square. The whole facing side of Unity Hall exploded in flames; rockets blasted carved-stone watchers from precipices, glass from windows and Protective Service officers from their sniper overlooks. Flashes as laser interdiction systems worked, blowing apart more rockets in mid-air. 
 
    More rockets, shot down or falling short, blasted into the crowds. One momentary drone shot gave a close-up of screaming people, flying limbs, exploding shrapnel. Static and screaming fritzed across the screen amidst images of chaos. 
 
    Jaeger leapt to her feet amidst a conference room that had become an uproar. 
 
    “Level One alert! Full Level One alert across the sector! Notify Southern and Central watches, full Level One for them too! We’re getting downstairs, now!” 
 
    Flashback. 
 
    A city on the eastern edge of the Great Continent, a city of canals and towers abutting a great marshy bay that drained into the C-Sea. A city of pickpocket urchins in the alleys between the canal blocks, barges poled down those canals at high tide and mollusk-pickers wading through them at low, of great circular stone towers from which the city’s major houses ceremonially fired blackpowder cannon at one another during their feuds. A city that, after a hundred and fifty years of such feuding, smelled of that acrid white smoke, between the rotting fish and the salt from the marshes. 
 
    She had been in al-Alusk, ten years ago, because of rumors; rumors that although the Zinj had still been fighting their southern war of consolidation, turning Dar al-Ahd and Dar al-Hudna into Dar al-Islam for Zinj values of Islam, some of the Zinj factions had started to turn toward their far east… 
 
    “Get downstairs! The al-Sayidi faction have a seat on the Council! Scramble everything and to the bunkers now! Every plane in Eastern Watch that can go into the air, goes into the air! Everyone who can fight goes into a foxhole and everyone who can’t goes into a bunker! Scramble Army – same for them. Everything in this sector goes to maximum alert right now!” 
 
    People took out phones and pads, began to issue orders. Whatever Air Marshal Wright’s other faults had been – he’d been relieved of command for having an adulterous affair with his intelligence officer, who had also been relieved; Jenkins had been the deputy – her predecessor had at least maintained good emergency training; her staff were filing out in a quick and organized fashion, no crush of people at the exits. 
 
    Klaxons began to go off around the building – across the whole airbase, she knew. 
 
    Captain Vikanian moved up to her. 
 
    “Last to leave? Ma’am, I wouldn’t advise that.” 
 
    “Point,” said Jaeger, and moved for the door herself. The commander had to take risks, yes. But she was also perhaps the only person in the sector who knew the al-Sayidi clan and how they operated, and they were going to need cohesive command. 
 
    Vikanian was tall and bald, a submachinegun slung across his chest. Discreetly behind him were Air Corporal Wilpers and a muscular woman with the same rank, armed the same as their boss. 
 
    “You push in line, ma’am. Please.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    On the third floor stairwell, accompanied by four – a fire-team of – Rangers, Brodie stopped her. 
 
    “How dare you bring my sector to alert!” 
 
    It had been less than a minute – less than forty-five seconds – by Jaeger’s estimate since the initial rocketing of Macau Square. 
 
    “We’re going downstairs, Brodie. Get yourself and your staff downstairs into the bunkers. We’re next!” 
 
    “You did not have authorization to bring Eastern Watch’s ground forces, barring your own security elements and Pathfinders, to red alert over an incident in the capital!” 
 
    “I don’t like you, Brodie,” she shot back. Jaeger was a tall woman, five-nine, but Brodie was a big man seven inches taller than her regardless. “But get downstairs. The Zinj, the al-Sayidi clan specifically, are going to attack us. If they could pull that off in Union City they can do it here and they’re going to! Get your staff downstairs and now!” 
 
    “Fuck that, Chair Force spook; I’m no coward. My troops are exposed and I’m not going to lead them from a hiding place. But they are my troops and it is my call to determine their alert state. King, bring the Army alert down to Two. Now.” 
 
    “Yessir.” Sub-Colonel King, Brodie’s aide, spoke into a cellphone. A moment later some of the klaxons around the base faded. 
 
    “This is a nice conversation, Brodie. But you’re blocking me. You can do what you like, but my people and I are going downstairs. Now.” 
 
    “You can do what you like, spook,” said Brodie. “But if action’s happening, I’m leading my people from the top floor. Follow me, men.” 
 
    Brodie turned around, then paused. 
 
    “Hold on, Air Marshal. For a moment.” His tone was more respectful than it had been. “You really think something is going to happen here. You’re acting as though all hell is going to break loose here, in Sand Harbor, any moment now. You’re from Intelligence; you do know things I don’t. What?” 
 
    “I can give you a full briefing in the bunker. For now, just take it seriously. A Zinj faction known for their sneak attacks and love of pearlharboring – the al-Sayidis. What happened in Macau Square is their trademark. If they did what they did, and I think they may have been responsible for yesterday’s attacks as well, trying to provoke things further? They love sneak decapitation attacks. Are you going to knowingly fall victim to them?” 
 
    “Thank you, Marshal,” said Brodie. “But I’m still going to lead my men from the front, as best I can. They’re taking risks and I was not trained to be a coward.” 
 
    “You’re in a rear-area, god damn it! Your duty requires you to keep ground-sector command intact!” 
 
    Brodie ignored her as she, surrounded by her own people, bolted down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Shoot!” 
 
    O’Connor aimed and fired with both hands. The basketball bounced off the backboard, teetered on the side of the hoop – going in, going out, going in – for a long moment, and then fell outside the hoop to the quake-cracked concrete of the airfield. 
 
    “Fuck,” said Lieutenant Erin ‘Junkie’ Gamache, of Alpha Flight. She was a small blond woman, but surprisingly fast and a good shot. “Army still up, three-two.” 
 
    This was a first-to-five game, Army versus Air Force officers. A bunch of enlisted troops hung on the sidelines; fraternization regs prevented them from playing the officers – bullshit if you ask me, O’Connor thought, but nobody in command had – but they were alternating around the base’s one hoop. 
 
    “Yo,” said one of the Army NCOs. “There’s a terrorist attack. News. Check this out… shit!” 
 
    “Macau Square being rocketed!” said a technical sergeant from the 28th – one of the squadron ordnance specialists, if O’Connor was right. Heavyset black woman with a short-cut ponytail. “New First Sec – assassination attempt!” 
 
    The Army captain with the ball dropped it. It rolled away across the cracked half-court. 
 
    “Looks like they got her, too!” the technical sergeant – Jefferson was her name, that was right – reported. She was unfolding something that had come out of a holder on her belt – a tripod, it turned out. She placed her phone into it, leaned down to hit a couple of buttons and a two-dimensional wallscreen sprung up against the side of the hangar the hoop had been screwed onto. 
 
    The hoop itself cast a shadow on Macau Square— 
 
    No. That wasn’t Macau Square. 
 
    It was Sand Harbor Main airfield; a local news channel instead of a continental one, rockets slamming in across the place. Footage from a news drone – totally illegal flight path, that had to be – sweeping across the airport, showing half a dozen Rattlesnake bombers destroyed and burning on the flight line.  
 
    Hangars blown to crap, glass exploding through the military passenger terminal. Rockets slamming down on Eastern Watch’s five-floor headquarters building, smashing the top floor and sending a sizable piece of the building sliding down. 
 
    “…at war,” came a narrator. 
 
    “We quit coddling them Zinj yet?” The footage cut to Sand Harbor mayor Jim Quint, a hard-bitten white-haired man in his seventies.  
 
    Then it cut to, again, the command building collapsing under rocket fire, then the Sand Harbor ready flight of Ninja attack helicopters unloading rockets and Gatling fire into the warehouses those Zinj rockets had come from. 
 
    “We done with waiting for them to hit first now they have hit first and killed your First Secretary?” Mayor Quint demanded. 
 
    “Medical reports from Union City,” a new voice came, “indicate that First Secretary Weaver, although critically injured, may yet have a chance of survival…” 
 
    The officers, and enlisteds, gathered around the basketball court were in the same state of shock as O’Connor. What the fuck? How could this be happening? Macau Square, rocketed; an incoming First Secretary possibly killed? 
 
    Eastern Watch’s own command building, although that meant little to O’Connor compared to Macau Square, destroyed? 
 
    Alarms began to ring around the Cone Hill base. The bring-BRIING bring-BRIING tone that Jamison and Mordar had drilled him to know as: Airborne, immediately! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “No. Do not launch,” spat Senior Colonel Afzal al-Malik from the flag part of the Fist of Allah’s flight command deck. “The Rafsas and the Dejgounis can take care of themselves; they are executing the Council’s plan already, as dictated by our wise and all-knowing al-Sayidi clan. What carrier reserves we have in the region have pulled back for a reason, Colonel.” 
 
    He addressed Regiment-Colonel Farouk Shaheen al-Sayidi, commander of the Fist of Allah and its aerial components; al-Malik commanded the overall carrier group. On one of the flag-bridge screens, the part of the Macau Square attack played again; the part where rockets obliterated the new First Secretary who had stupidly dared to stand against the Zinj. 
 
    “The West are powerful in the field but weak in their hearts. Our Rafsa allies, our Djegouni allies. Let them do the hard work for the time being, annihilating their front lines.” 
 
    “We will wait, lord Sheikh?” Captain Maha asked. 
 
    “We wait. The western infidel seem unaware that the noble al-Sayidi tribe are in this area of operations; let us keep it that way. Let the inferior clans make their attacks while our carrier fleets arrive. We will be the ones who achieve ultimate victory; it shall be al-Sayidi planes flying in glory over Union City. But for now we wait.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Doc Ram, motherfucker! Doc Ram Doc Ram Doc Ram Doc Ram, motherfucker!” shouted over the Raider’s speaker system. TFC Barocce, the driver, pounded his head up and down along with the rapper’s beats. 
 
    “You never get tired of that ghetto shit, do you?” Newland asked. 
 
    “Not in a million years, Sarge,” said Barocce. 
 
    “Doc Doc Doc Doc Doc Doc Ram!” went the music. “Motherfucker!” 
 
    “He ever say anything other than his name and ‘motherfucker’?” Newland asked. 
 
    “He’s got another album called ‘Doc Ram, Yo’. Broke sales records just like this one did.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    The rap dimmed to about a tenth of its previous volume as an incoming radio communication came in. Gold One. 
 
    “You still listening to that shit, Newland?” asked Lieutenant Ojibwe. 
 
    “Not my choice, Barocce’s.” 
 
    “Ram Ram Ram Ram Ram Ram Doc Ram, motherfucker! Doc Ram motherfucker!” came across the speakers. 
 
    “Barocce, I’m from the ghetto and I don’t get how you stand that wigger shit.” 
 
    “It’s authentic, sir,” said Barocce. “Other than how he’s blond. And from the suburbs.” 
 
    “Don’t know how you tolerate it, Newland.” 
 
    “Ages-old tradition,” said Newland. “Driver gets to pick the music.” 
 
    “Pick this music, Newland: Sector Command brought us to a Level One.” 
 
    Suddenly Newland, whose section was riding left-outrider – and he was lead! – dangerously close to a Zinj laager, within about twenty miles of it and in his experience close enough to their patrol area that he’d run into them before around this time, hit the Stop button on the music. 
 
    “Then down to Two. Then cut out. Meanwhile there’s some crazy rumors about a rocket attack in Macau Square. The new First Secretary was killed, they say.” 
 
    A fritz in the radio. Then TS Miser came in. 
 
    “Sounds like things are finally going hot,” he said. 
 
    “Fuck. Fuck,” said Newland. He did not want war. He did not want war on his watch. He’d hoped he could rotate out before things got to this level, although Weaver’s ascent had probably made this inevitable. 
 
    “New First Sec’s dead, they say?” he asked as Barocce drove the Raider over a rise and— 
 
    Zinj! Zinj, dozens of jeeps and technicals on the other side of the dunes, spread out across about a square mile and heading directly for the convoy under the moonlit, starlit night sky. 
 
    “Sir, we have contact! We have oncoming contact!” 
 
    “Indie Six here,” came Captain Bradford’s voice. “SALUTE, now.” 
 
    “Barocce, get some cover between us!” Incoming fire cracked over their heads. From the mantlet on top of the Raider, Corporal Reiss returned a burst of .50. 
 
    “Size – battalion strength, light cav and they’re out to get us, that’s the Activity, sir!” 
 
    Over the radio, Newland heard the convoy commander issuing orders to the overland trains. Barocce moved, a sharp turn down the sandy dune, to get some cover between him and the Zinj. “Location, right here! To our northeast, coming down on us fast! Unit, no fucking idea but the nearest encampment is those hourglass guys, the Djegouni clan. And time, sir, right the hell now – brace ourselves, impact is coming!” 
 
    “Doc Doc Ram Ram motherfuck—” 
 
    Newland yanked the cord from Barocce’s media player out of the vehicle speaker systems. Music while driving was fine, but anything that interfered with situational awareness in an active combat situation had no damn place in his Raiders. 
 
    God damn. Full battalion strength, looks like that whole laager’s just up and moved out. There’d be tanks back there, B-2s and B-4s. Shit shit shit. 
 
    “They’re not just out to fuck with us, sir,” Newland reported. As they’d done plenty of times in the past – drive-by, exchange fire or sometimes even missiles. Guys were killed like that, but it was skirmishing at the level of a handful of vehicles at a time, if that many. 
 
    The Zinj laagers didn’t move. They grew sometimes and they sent out patrols, but they didn’t move. They were a nuisance, not a threat. 
 
    Were. Had been. Times had changed. This was a laager on the road. 
 
    “They’re not just out to fuck with us, this time, sir!” he shouted into the radio. “They’re out to get us!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got to get through to 2/97,” said the convoy commander, one Captain Lucille Hammond, over Captain Steve Bradford’s radio. “They’re going to be under attack next!” 
 
    “They’re under attack now,” said Bradford’s XO, Lieutenant Johannes Meyer. “And they’re three hundred miles away. We cannot fight our way through a battalion to get to them.” 
 
    “But Sub-Colonel Thurber—” 
 
    “Can take care of himself!” Bradford snapped. “Three and Four, wheel around into outrider position to support One-Bronze. One-Bronze, stay where you are and do what you can. One-Gold and One-Silver, take your guys forwards and be prepared to flank them. Two, hold position in the middle except for Two-Silver, who are to get your asses to the rear in case they try a flanking move!” 
 
    “You’re overriding me?” demanded Hammond, who had seniority. 
 
    Bradford was fifteen years older, a mustang officer who’d made it all the way to sergeant first-class before reluctantly accepting triangles in the aftermath of the Mandragoran operation a decade ago. Hammond was barely thirty; Bradford was a hard-bitten forty-five and right now he was about done taking shit from kids. 
 
    “I’m ordering you, Hammond, to take your vehicles around and go home! Turn around while we cover you, and we’ll do our best to get you to Cone Hill intact!” 
 
    “Indie Seven here,” came First Sergeant Willis. A man Bradford had gone through boot camp with and had specifically asked for on this company command. “Calling in air support. We have a problem, boss.” 
 
    Willis’ Lancer had moved immediately to join the outriders, to see for himself and provide a little more firepower to the immediate response. The SALUTE report had been bad, and Bradford only hoped Sergeant Newland had been exaggerating out of fear. 
 
    Not a strong hope. Newland was one of his better section leaders, a smart kid who knew his business. First sergeant material someday himself; hopefully he wouldn’t screw up his career by going officer like he, Bradford, had. 
 
    “He wasn’t kidding?” 
 
    “He was understating it. Reinforced battalion. There’s armor coming behind them, Steve. B-2 and B-4 tanks.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck.”  
 
    Bradford gestured to Staff Sergeant Wales, the RTO riding in back of the Lancer; “Air support, Wales. Get us some, now. And Hammond turn your convoy around now for fuck’s fucking sake!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Warplanes raced east through the desert night, the Smoking Skulls’ A and C Flights under the squadron commander personally. 
 
    The radio in O’Connor’s earpiece, or at least the general-communications channel of it, was going crazy. From all he could understand, the situation had gone hot theater-wide over the timespan of a few minutes – the Zinj laagers moving out, every last one of them. Planes in the air, launched from the laagers and the towns they’d taken over to the east of what had been called the Brodie Line, although that was really just nine battalion-strength tank concentrations isolated from each other across perceived lines of Zinj laager supply. 
 
    Those armor battalions were coming under heavy air attack – Brusil with B and D Flights had been sent to help the nearest of those, 2/97 – as well as ground harassment. 
 
    Miners too. The Zinj were going all-out and not every vehicle from every laager was going against the Brodie Line tanks or their resupply convoys. But the civilians weren’t anybody’s particular problem right now but their own, as the cold war suddenly erupted in a blaze. 
 
    “OK,” came Commander ‘Icefish’ Hauraki. “We’re going in, as stated, to help out a convoy that left our very own base today. They are under attack from an approximately battalion-strength formation, themselves being company-strength plus what defenses the supply vehicles have. Enemy have since been reinforced with air support, Djinn at a minimum and possibly more.” 
 
    “So we get shapes,” came ‘Sauron’ Mordar. “Good. Ground scratches were getting boring.” 
 
    “More than you might be bargaining for, Sauron. Didn’t you hear when Jimmy-Jane said the latest intel says Murads could have been placed around here?” 
 
    “Met a couple of those this afternoon,” said Jamison. “They’re not so tough, sir. Cut and run blue-falcons they looked like to me.” 
 
    “Don’t count on these ones being the same. The Murads reported are known Djegouni, and the boys on the ground have seen hourglass flags. Same clan, they won’t buddy-fuck each other like your incident earlier.” 
 
    “Hourglasses schmourglasses,” came back Mordar. “We can take them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Zinj were coming, a battalion-sized flood onto the convoy, elements splitting around to block their advance and cut them off. The great cumbersome overland trains were turning but not fast enough; they were hundreds of feet long, vast multi-jointed mechanical caterpillars, and they had not been designed for sharp turns. 
 
    “You ready?” Jimmy Newland asked TFC Barocce and the two in back. Red-headed beanpole Corporal Reiss was on the machine-gun. Sub-Corporal Mark Wagner, a short and wiry black-haired man, had a six-cylindered grenade launcher. 
 
    “Ready,” said Reiss. 
 
    “Go,” said Wagner. 
 
    “Hit it,” said Barocce. 
 
    There was no time for dismounts. Doctrine said that the other two – in this case, Reiss and Wagner, with Newland taking Reiss’ machine-gun position – would dismount. 
 
    A quick discussion with Ojibwe and Miser had had unanimous agreement that this was not going to be an infantry fight. Too many of them, too fluid a situation. This had become a fighting retreat back to Cone Hill and hope that place was still intact. 
 
    Barocce didn’t say anything, just nodded. 
 
    “Let’s do this thing. Over the dunes now, Rock!” 
 
    Barocce wheeled the Raider around and they crested the hill— 
 
    And the Zinj were close, a jeep no more than thirty yards away, others on its heels. Newland was already looking through the iron sights of his anti-materiel rifle, put a round – the heavy gun boomed and the shock wasn’t helped by the confined armored space of the Raider – through the Zinj driver, a robed man with goggles. The man slumped, and oh my fucking fuck I just killed someone coursed through Newland’s mind. 
 
    He’d just put a .55 round, designed for destroying engine blocks from a mile away, through a human chest at a hundred yards. He might have hurt someone before in the skirmishes; he definitely had killed a man now. 
 
    More explosions came as Wagner burped rounds out from his grenade launcher – fragmentation rounds, they looked like, bursting around the Zinj jeeps and technicals. 
 
    No. Zinj aren’t people, he thought as Barocce wheeled the Raider back down into the cover of the dune. Zinj are vermin. You’ve seen the people they’ve murdered. Zinj are pond scum. 
 
    More Lancers coming up, meeting the Zinj with some real firepower. Another Zinj jeep crested the ridge – my ridge, Newland realized he was thinking of it as – and a second thereafter stopped a rocket, exploding in a blaze of flame.  
 
    Barocce took them around for another pass. Zinj, Zinj everywhere! Bullets ricocheted across the Raider’s armor, glanced across the windshield. Reiss’ machine-gun clattered back at them; Wagner’s 40mm grenade launcher chugged out a couple of high-explosive rounds. 
 
    And coming in behind the Zinj were aircraft. Friendly-to-the-Zinj aircraft, apparently. 
 
    Oh fuck. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Flying Officer Second-Class Mabruk Idris Djegouni bared his teeth hungrily from behind the controls of his Djinn. He flew with eleven other of the dual-engined turboprops, hastily flown into one of the laagers just a few hours ago, refueled and sent into action nobody had expected this soon. 
 
    Big events were happening, he knew, but not a lot more than that. Everyone had known that the Zinj would eventually go all-out, that the infidel resistance would not remain so pathetic forever, as the Zinj pushed further and closer to the homelands of the Confederated Union and those nations too cowardly to even resist at the miserable level the CU had. But everyone Djegouni had always expected it to take longer; there were higher-level clan politics at work here, stuff it was far above Idris’ station in life to think about. 
 
    Ahead of him were the vehicles from the cavalry battalion; a sea of them, sixty or seventy, with a few light tanks rumbling in behind them. Ahead of them, clearly visible in the star-spackled and double-mooned night, were the Confederated Union vehicles, fighting vehicles outnumbered five or six to one by their attackers. 
 
    They were arraying themselves into a swirling skirmish line, moving to block the attack and defend the supply vehicles. Those supply vehicles, three big long overland trains and a bunch of semi-trailers, were turning, but the turning radius of an overland train was something like a mile to do a half-circle. With one company of twenty or so jeeps moving in to cut off their retreat… 
 
    This was going to be a last stand, nothing more, on the enemy’s part. 
 
    “Hit the trains,” came the cold voice of squadron commander Hafiz. “Their defenders are just a detail. Remember the mission: cut their supply lines.” 
 
    Idris armed rockets and aimed his plane for one of the overland trains. 
 
    Kill you. Then your protectors. 
 
    Think you can challenge the Zinj? Die, godless infidels. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck FUCK!” came convoy commander Hammond’s voice over the general radio channel as the enemy aircraft came in. 
 
    “Ditch them,” Captain Bradford snarled from the shotgun seat of his Lancer. “Ditch the cargoes and blow them, get your men and your engines out of there. They’re worth more!” 
 
    “Like hell, Bradford. My orders were to get this shit to 2/97. If we can’t do that, we’ll at least get it back to Cone Hill for another try.” 
 
    You fucking idiot, Bradford thought. 
 
    In the other radio seat in back of Bradford’s car, Corporal Jones was going “Mayday mayday, we have incoming air!” 
 
    “Hola, India Company,” came a new voice. Jones gave it priority, put on the loudspeakers.  
 
    Above them, the attacking aircraft fired rockets into the overland trains. Something blew up in one of them; other explosions ripped up the ground around the convoy and its protectors. Something clanged hard against the Lancer’s armor, a heavy piece of metal thrown by one of the high-explosive blasts.  
 
    “Who the hell’s this?” Bradford demanded. 
 
    “Skull Six, Icefish Hauraki here. We’re from the Air Force and we’re here to help.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Twelve in all,” came Icefish. “One flight circling high cover; we’ll take them.”  
 
    A Flight began to lift; the Vipers had been hugging the dirt at two thousand feet, trying to stay off the enemy radar and keep surprise.  
 
    “Sauron, you think you can handle a two to one fight? Sounds like Djinn, not Assads or Murads.” 
 
    “Any day of the week,” O’Connor spoke up. “We’re jets, sir; they’re just turboprops. They’re multipurpose; we’re fighters. Two to one is nothing.” 
 
    There was laughter across the channel. Some of it – O’Connor was pretty sure one of those guys was ‘Cock-Eye’ Castle – seemed derisive. 
 
    “Don’t knock the Djinn until you’ve fought them, Meat,” came Icefish. “You might be able to go faster. Those things can turn on a tin lid.” 
 
    The Confederated Union’s last circulating coin, the quarter, was called the ‘tin’ or the ‘tin lid’ for how it looked, although it was only a bit over an inch in diameter. 
 
    “Use your speed. They get on your six, hit the burners, shake them off that way. Do not try to duel Djinn, they’ve got a stall speed like nothing,” said Mordar. 
 
    “We can take them,” said O’Connor, a little embarrassed. Fuck you, Cock-Eye. 
 
    “Damn right we can,” said Mordar. “Engage.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Steve Bradford watched his digital map with dismay, as reports came in and his RTOs in the back seat updated them. As he updated them, as the cumbersome road trains slowly made their way into a turn. The shortest of the three was three hundred yards long; the longest was four hundred and change. They’d take five minutes to do a hundred-and-eighty-degree turn, and right now Bradford wasn’t sure they had one minute. 
 
    The first aircraft pass had been ineffective, mostly. One of the road trains’ trunnions – the eight-foot-diameter wheels went in quads, a four-wheeled trunnion on each end of the seventy-foot-long carrier car – had been shot to crap and both axles were dragging, slowing the turn. The armor on others had been pecked, and something was burning on Landcrawler C. 
 
    Two of the semis, on the other hand, had been hit and were burning wreckage in the night. Another one was staggering along, something in the back of its trailer burning but the driver not just yet willing to give up. 
 
    Bail, idiot. Ditch it and bail with your cab intact! 
 
    Because those planes were coming back for another pass. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Flying Officer Second-Class Mabruk Idris carefully lined up one of the overland trains in his rockets’ sights as he came in again. Below was a firefight, the armored battalion engaging, the convoy and its protectors desperately fighting back— 
 
    And blips appeared on his radar. In the air, close and coming in. 
 
    The radio net erupted: 
 
    “Hostiles!” 
 
    “CU air about to engage,” said Squadron-Colonel Hafiz. 
 
    Looked to be eight of them, four going high to engage his squadron’s high cover. The CU were outnumbered three to two. 
 
    “Focus on the objective,” ordered Idris’ flight commander. “We’ve got them taken care of.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Eight of the Djinn had been turning, about to make another pass on the convoy, when the Vipers showed up. The scene below was flashing lights and flares, burning vehicles and explosions. Tracer fire and missiles going in and out; a blazing candyland of red, white, yellow and green flashing back and forth across the rolling battlefield. 
 
    It was a bright double-moonlit, starlit night, and the visual accentuators on O’Connor’s plane weren’t truly necessary; he could see everything, look up and see more flashing tracers as the squadron commander and his flight engaged the enemy high cover. 
 
    His problem, C Flight’s problem, was that they were outnumbered at dirt level by two to one. 
 
    Fuck that, he thought. The thing to do when you were outnumbered was to reduce a few of the other side! 
 
    “Break right, Shaker. Watch his back, Meat,” said Mordar. 
 
    “Roger,” said O’Connor and Jamison.  
 
    Four of the Djinn were turning to react to the Vipers. The other four were opening fire on the convoy, cannon blazing and rockets blasting from wing pods. 
 
    “Rip through them,” said Jamison. “Take any shots you can but our job is to protect that damn convoy. We’re going after the ones going after it.” 
 
    Missile lock warning lit up. O’Connor banked right and accelerated, the Viper’s engines growling under him as he pushed the throttle forwards. 
 
    One of the Zinj planes attacking the convoy was about to be in his sights. He pushed the cannon trigger; sent a burst at where it would be. 
 
    Hit! Hit! He clearly saw the shells spark off the Djinn, something on it exploding. The strafing aircraft turned to fight in the air, pushing for height and aiming. 
 
    Missile lock, and his threat indicator beeped hard. An oncoming Djinn; O’Connor pulled the stick back and hit the throttle again. The Djinn’s missile fired, blazing a trail through the flame-lit semi-darkness, completely missed him. 
 
    Looking for Jamison – ah, there he was, higher up. O’Connor angled his jet back a bit more, going up to five thousand feet— 
 
    Missile lock. 
 
    Hit the chaff button, no idea where that Zinj was. 
 
    Cannon shells flashed past him. A Djinn was above him and on his six! 
 
    Well, he knew what to do in that case; throttle up, turning, evading. More cannon-shells flashed past. Another Djinn appeared ahead, turning; O’Connor aimed the plane slightly and opened fire. At least one of the cannon-shells struck. He banked left, aiming at the Djinn, firing more – and then a missile streaked into that plane, blew it apart in a blazing fireball. 
 
    “Looks like I just made ace,” Mordar remarked. 
 
    I want to make ace! thought O’Connor. But for now, as he turned his plane and opened up on another Djinn, the chaos below irrelevant now to the fight in the air – as his missile-lock indicator lit up again and more fire came through his general vicinity – he had to stay alive! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Idris turned, going for height, firing at a Viper that raced past him for a moment. The one he’d fired the missile at – ah, there he was, turning around to open fire on someone else. 
 
    He hit the rudder and ailerons, slowing his plane and turning tightly. Lined the infidel up in his sights and opened up— 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fire ripped into O’Connor’s Viper, damage lights blazing and audio warnings shrieking. The plane slowed perceptibly and something scored across the top of his canopy. Fuck. 
 
    Zinj – there the bastard was, on his six and slightly above. Firing again. O’Connor hit the throttle and turned upwards, vertical, looping back; the Zinj banked left. 
 
    Burning wreckage fell from the sky above them; someone in the high-cover fight had scored a kill. Although those fights were merging now; O’Connor had seen one of the A Flight planes not too far above him. 
 
    He looped around the Zinj, hoping for a missile lock, getting one for just a moment and hitting the button. 
 
    A Skyfire heat seeking missile lanced out from the right-side wing of his Viper aiming at the Zinj no more than a mile away— 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Missile lock! went the warning indicator and it was so close Idris could see it. He hit the flare button and slammed his throttle forwards, both of his supercharged turboprop engines going to maximum as he banked the Djinn into a hard right turn. 
 
    A second or two later the missile blew past, distracted by the flare Idris had released. He kept with his turn, bringing his plane toward the Viper, racing head-on with Idris slightly below. He opened up, both of his wing-mounted Gatling guns sending streams of red tracers at the underside of the Viper as it flashed over him. Sparks showed that something had hit and then the Viper was past him. 
 
    No big. Idris turned, wheeling his Djinn around, aiming to get on the Viper’s six – but where was the infidel?  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    O’Connor had aimed his plane up, hitting the afterburner. He couldn’t fly in as tight a circle as the Djinn, but he could apply more power and go faster. Now he looped down, firing for a moment at another Djinn that passed in front of him fighting someone else. Where was his one? 
 
    Ah. Turning upwards, in the lower right corner of O’Connor’s canopy view. He aimed down, hit the cannon— 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Thirty-millimeter shells pounded into the left wing, its left engine and then the top of the fuselage of Idris’ plane. He didn’t need digital indicators to know it was bad, because his left engine was burning. 
 
    Frantically his right hand pounded on the fire extinguisher button, although that was supposed to work automatically. His left hand focused on the stick— 
 
    His left-side engine exploded. Feeding power to the right-side, but he’d taken hits on the rudder and the left-wing control planes— 
 
    A part of the Djinn’s left wing peeled away, no doubt damaged critically by the engine’s explosion. 
 
    Fuck. Fucking infidel. 
 
    Idris hit the eject button. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “GOT HIM!” O’Connor exalted as the Zinj pilot ejected, a parachute opening above him. He took his right hand from the throttle for just a moment to pound a fist in the air, a broad grin on his face. 
 
    He could see the Zinj pilot only a few hundred yards away, a dark dot under the parachute. Didn’t want to fly too close, jet wash could mess with the parachute, but he aimed to within a couple of hundred yards, slowing the plane and waggling his wings a couple of times in salute. 
 
    “You flew well with what you had,” O’Connor said. 
 
    Missile lock came the warning. 
 
    This fight wasn’t over. He hit afterburners, banked away from the defeated enemy warrior, went looking for the next Zinj.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    ‘Icefish’ Hauraki looked at his radar, filtered the chaos of radio communications for a moment to make sense of what had been happening here. The two fights had merged as the Zinj ground attackers had fought for height; the combat had disintegrated into a blazing twenty-plane furball. 
 
    But his Skulls had been more successful than not, so far. From what he could gather six – half – of the Zinj planes were down, for the loss of only one of his own. 
 
    Of course, one was too many. He hoped ‘Rumble’ Yoko had ejected successfully and would make it back somehow. 
 
    A Zinj crossed his sights about a mile away and he opened up, turning his plane and his cannon to aim the shells into the bastard’s flight path. 
 
    And it looked like they were running, exchanging height for eastwards speed and fleeing. 
 
    “Chase them?” asked Mordar. As she would. His indicators showed she was already turning— 
 
    One of the fleeing Zinj exploded. Somebody – Castle? – on the radio net cheered. 
 
    “No. We’ve got something on the ground. Let’s help those cavalry. Dollar, you and Junkie stay high cover in case they come back; Junkie’s wing lead. Sauron, I’m joining C Flight downstairs. Good job everyone, but this ain’t over – there’s a convoy on the ground that needs to make it home.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We are going to get you home, Hammond. We are going to get you and your convoys back home to Sand Harbor.” 
 
    “Like hell, we’re fucked! We’re fucked and we’re dead!” 
 
    It was a bad situation, Train B was lying dead on the sand and A was critically damaged, burning in some places where the Zinj had struck live ammunition. Moving, but not for long. 
 
    More fire came hammering in, machine-gun fire and light cannon shells, a few rocket propelled grenades. It wasn’t all one way – India Company was fighting back hard and the Zinj were paying a price. 
 
    Just not enough of one. 
 
    A plan formed in Captain Bradford’s mind. He’d seen the cargo manifests for the overland trains, knew full well what was in the heavily-shielded containment chambers of Train A’s third and fourth cars. 
 
    “Skull Six, you there? This is Indie Six.” 
 
    “This is Skull Six Icefish,” came that person a moment later. “We’re going in to help you now, now we’ve fought off our air. Keep an eye out for one of our grounded men, will you? We lost a pilot in that fight.” 
 
    “We see any pilots we’ll pick `em up. Got a fire mission for you.” 
 
    “Shoot.” Skull Six laughed, a deep booming voice. Bradford envisaged a big man, and not Anglo in ancestry, from that laugh. 
 
    “Going to light up a part of the overland train with flare guns. Green flares, you got that? Want you to blow it to pieces in as wide a dispersal array as possible. You got that, Commander?” 
 
    “I got you want a big boom and a scatter. Light her up, Captain. We’ll get your convoy home.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Corporal Reiss fired another long burst from his machine-gun, this one slamming into the prow of a Zinj duck-shaped armored car.  
 
    Wagner’s grenade launcher burped twice, and white-phosphorous fountains erupted amidst the Zinj vehicles. No direct hits from what Reiss could see, but that shit had to be bad news to be even in the general vicinity of. 
 
    It would have been a lot worse if the Zinj vehicles had armor to speak of. There were some that did, further back, but the Zinj liked to go for open jeeps and technicals, pickup trucks with heavy gun mounts in back. Those moved faster, but there was nothing to protect the crews – at most, some steel over the engine blocks – and they died easily. 
 
    To prove it, Reiss – hunched low over his gun’s protective shield, because the incoming fire was a shitstorm – fired a long, sweeping burst across a Zinj jeep a hundred yards away. His .50 machine-gun clattered deafeningly, brass shell-casings flying out from the eject port, and the bastards in the jeep died. 
 
    More were coming over the ridge. Barocce turned the Raider around, accelerating; right now they were at the tail end of the convoy in the running battle, and they didn’t want to get too far behind. They began to pass one of the dead overland trains – the back-end gone, huge wheel trunnions wrecked, the second-to-last car, which might have been carrying gasoline, burning ferociously. 
 
    Reiss turned his gun mantlet, gave the Zinj behind them another burst. Tracers flashed through the night; one of the Lancers’ cannons opened up and another Zinj technical lit up in a fiery explosion. But there were more where that one had come from. Lots more. 
 
    There were too many Zinj, just too damn many Zinj, and they weren’t going to win this running battle even with air support! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Target marked,” came Hauraki’s voice into Mordar’s earpiece. “Antitank penetration then high explosives. Disperse it once you’ve broken them open.” 
 
    A caret lit up over the highlighted virtual representation of the third and fourth cars of the dying road train. Mordar had an idea of the squadron commander’s – probably the convoy commander’s – plan, and what those cars contained. 
 
    Fusion bars. Final-stage fusion bars for the Grafs, so radioactively hot that they’d glow. 
 
    Nuke ‘em till they glow thought Mordar. Then shoot ‘em in the dark. 
 
    “Affirmative,” she replied. “Cock-Eye, on my six.” 
 
    “Ma’am.” 
 
    “I do the penetration, you configure your Dropfires to send `em far and wide.” 
 
    Around them, the other planes were doing strafing runs on the Zinj battalion, firing cannon into the vehicles. One of them lit up, toward the rear so perhaps a light tank, as someone nailed it with an armor-penetrating Dropfire bomb. 
 
    “Affirmative,” said Cock-Eye. 
 
    Castle was a caustic dick – it was part of why she liked him – but he was all business at a time like this. Another part of why she liked him. 
 
    Weapons selected – the Vipers’ selection cursors were finger buttons on the throttle, the release button where the index-finger was – she took her Viper in slow and low, the convoy passing by under her. One of the road trains and some of the semis were still intact, making all the speed they could back west. 
 
    Most of the Zinj were still behind them, to their east-northeast. Some elements were getting around, flanking them. From time to time Raiders and especially Lancers would turn, stop to aim for a bit and fight; sometimes they were hit themselves. Mordar saw a Lancer wheel around, guns blazing and get hit by a missile, its front half exploding and the rear half burning. 
 
    Well, we’re going to put a stop to that. 
 
    Target indicators lit up. Her index finger clenched hard on the throttle button, twice, and a pair of configured-for-penetration bombs released from her Viper, targeted on the center of each of the big cars. 
 
    The armor-penetrating bombs landed, shaped charges detonating microseconds ahead of thermite payloads. They burned through feet of lead shielding like it was tissue paper, then detonated, blowing the cars of the disabled overland train in half. 
 
    The Vipers’ networked targeting systems allowed impact locations to be passed along. Castle’s pairs of two-hundred-pound high-explosive Dropfires went into the same cracks Mordar’s bombs had opened, accurate to within a few inches. 
 
    Final-stage fusion bars and vaporized fragments thereof exploded out of the smashed and shattered overland-train compartments. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Newland saw the bombs hit, and for a moment the whole sky seemed to glow green. Left in the path of the overland train, a Lancer firing its cannon through the descending particles across a line of glaring radioactivity, was a curtain of blazing final-stage plutonium. 
 
    That the pursuing Zinj were driving right into. 
 
    Through his rear-view mirror, as fire lanced back and forth across the blazing radioactive curtain, Newland saw the Zinj brake or turn. Fire-worshipping whack jobs they may have been, but they weren’t quite suicidal enough to drive into the slow cancerous death of hot plutonium. They’d drive around instead, well around, and— 
 
    One of India Company’s Lancers slowed, skidded and began to burn. A man tumbled out and was shot down by Zinj tracers. 
 
    Reiss turned and gave the shooting Zinj a long blast from his fifty. Wagner added a grenade, then another one, through the tumbling radioactive curtain. 
 
    The Zinj harrying their north flank, a handful of jeeps and technicals, went up in a series of explosions as the aircraft hit them. Some survived, from the headlights, but those headlights shut off or fell back. 
 
    The survivors of India Company and the supply vehicles they’d been escorting hauled ass southwest, back toward Cone Hill. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “Command, come in. Repeat, command, please come in,” pleaded Sub-Colonel Marius Thurber from the flag bridge of Graf 2/97-Alpha One. 
 
    The comms fritzed. Yet again. 
 
    The Graf’s mighty guns boomed once more. 
 
    Thurber, a tall shaven-headed man with sunken eyes from the last hellish night, glared at Major Harris Hing, the vehicle commander. It looked as though, sounded as though, they were cut off from supply until further notice. Stop wasting ammunition! 
 
    There was light through the armored slats of the Graf’s forward view now. Shadows were dark behind them, the massive kiloheavy tank casting a long shadow onto the west behind it. 
 
    Not long enough, metaphorically speaking. The Zinj were harrying them and from the last desperate radio calls Thurber was certain his incoming food, fuel and ammo had been lost – destroyed perhaps, turned away definitely. 
 
    “…Eastern Watch,” the radio said. Atonal analog communications. One channel only, but through the Zinj jamming it was enough. 
 
    “Eastern! This is 2/97 Six Actual, what the fuck is happening, General Brodie sir?” Thurber pleaded. “What is going on?” 
 
    “General Brodie is dead,” came back a voice. “2/97, this is?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Is this Brigadier Simonson?” 
 
    “Stand by for Eastern Air Six Actual.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    The new voice on the other end was cool, calm and almost painfully so despite the radio’s intermittent fritzing: 
 
    “This is Air Marshal Jaeger, Sector Commander Air, and acting Ground. Fall back on Barbiero. Repeat, pull your battalion back to Barbiero. Immediately.” 
 
    That was retreat, the next thing to surrender. That was heresy! 
 
    “Ma’am, we can fight from here. We can advance from here! Let us hit them! We just need reinforcements! And supplies.” 
 
    “Reinforcements are not available. Supplies are not available. Your orders,” came that icy bitch voice, “are to fall back to Barbiero. We will provide air cover and what supplies we can. We will attempt to keep you fueled at the very minimum.” 
 
    “Sir!” came Major Hing. “We’re under attack from three sides now! Not just harassment, attack!” 
 
    “Shut up!” Thurber yelled. His tensions breaking. “I finally get through to Sector and now you’re giving me this shit and they’re telling me to retreat?” 
 
    “Retreat might be a good idea,” muttered one of Hing’s electronics-intelligence enlisteds from that set of consoles. The Graf had a few of those, and it was lucky for the bastard’s career right now that Thurber couldn’t tell which it was. 
 
    “Barbiero is nine hundred miles south-west of here!” Thurber yelled back at the Sector bitch. “You want us to give up that much territory?” 
 
    “Territory you never controlled to begin with. Retreat. I don’t have time to argue, 2/97. Retreat and we’ll resupply you. It’ll be a fighting retreat, you’ll be surrounded and the Zinj are going to attack Barbiero next. I need your troops to rescue that city.” 
 
    “Miserable excuse for a city built around a church,” Thurber spat. 
 
    “Your orders are to retreat. Want a sweetener, other than how you’ll be court-martialed and hung on an Article 501 if you disobey this lawful order? The MPs won’t, I will,” came that bitch of a sector air commander. “If your battalion is not in southwestern momentum by the time my planes pass over, they will have orders to bomb you themselves.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” spat Thurber. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Try me,” said Jaeger and hung up. 
 
    The bunker was cramped, and after twelve hours smelled of stale coffee and cigarette ash. It was an undersized thing built for reasons of protocol and never seriously intended for operations, and her staff were crammed into a third the space they were used to and half of what they’d have been comfortable with. 
 
    Tempers were already fraying, and not just from one of the most stressful nights in most people’s careers. People were cramped, exhausted, pissed off. Some of them needed to stand down soon for that reason; the exhaustion especially was getting to some of her staff. 
 
    It had been twelve hours of broken communications, hasty fixes through intermediaries. The Zinj had done a number on their communications net, wiped out the armored division’s own headquarters in Harlan City. A mess of a disastrous situation and a bad, bad night. 
 
    “That’s the last of them,” remarked Tangetti. She sipped again from her coffee cup. “Orders to retreat, and destinations, confirmed. It’s going to be one hell of a resupply effort if we’re to get them there, though.” 
 
    The nine battalions of heavy armor had been given orders to fall back on Barbiero, Harlan City and rendezvous points with the carriers Avaya and Alexio. The shortest distance, 2/98 to Alexio meetup point, was four hundred and eighty miles. The longest, 3/96’s trek to Harlan City, was a thousand fifty, although there was a confirmed carrier available in the southern part of Central Watch that could assist with resupply there. 
 
    Once again she damned the confirmed-dead Brodie for placing the sector’s heavy armor so damn fucking far forward. And Major-General Blume, the division’s actual commander and a close drinking buddy of Brodie, who had been killed in Harlan City by a Zinj suicide-bomb attack on his headquarters, for agreeing with that deployment. 
 
    “OK. Lighter elements.” Because if she wasn’t wrong, this was going to be an air war, a war of air and light cav and concentrations of heavy force on the few points in this vast empty desert expense that actually mattered. A wheeling, slashing kind of a war where heavy armor would matter a lot less than cavalry and air. Holding territory would be irrelevant in such a fluid, widely-dispersed war; it would be about strong points, population centers, economics and resupply. 
 
    “Bad news there,” Tangetti said. She sipped again from her coffee.  
 
    “Ma’am, we had two supply convoys on return. Both were annihilated, although some of their escorts got away. We had four making outbound runs – they’re slower due to the heavy loads when they’re going east. One of them was wiped out. A few of the escorts escaped, nobody else.  
 
    “Two more made it out – both by the same trick, actually; blowing up the Grafs’ fusion bars. Convoy EB-318-A escaped fully intact. The nearest Zinj were too far away to immediately engage when everything went nuts, and the convoy commander had the good sense to turn around and clear the area before they could.” 
 
    Yeah, that had been the one spot of good news for the night. 
 
    Jaeger sipped her own coffee and pondered. 
 
    “Intelligence. Any thoughts on what they’ll do next?” 
 
    “Attempt to annihilate what’s left of the Brodie Line,” said Jenkins without hesitation. There was a cigarette in his hand; when Jaeger didn’t immediately gesture not to, he lit it and took a deep, appreciative drag before going forwards. “There’s been communications between the Djegounis, the Rafsas and points east. We’ve been able to infer that some third force is at play. I’m guessing the al-Sayidis.” 
 
    “Noted,” said Jaeger. She’d seen some of the work the intelligence officer had come to his conclusions from. “So your prediction is they’ll go for the Brodie Line?” 
 
    “They’re going to attempt to annihilate our main field force. Isolate and destroy them, try to maybe force us to the peace table if they can wipe those forces out theater-wide. My understanding is that most of our senior armor officers are macho-men like Brodie was; deploy at the absolute limit of their resupply lines in the interests of controlling territory. The Zinj could annihilate our entire armored branch if they tried and got lucky.” 
 
    “And you think they’re going to try.” 
 
    “The Zinj don’t have much in-theater that can go head-on with Grafs. But we didn’t think they had operational carriers either, so take that wisdom for what it’s worth. But a Graf without fusion bars, Freiherrs and Ritters and Junkers without gasoline? Or ammunition? If they’re not resupplied, they can’t fight and the Zinj know it. They’re going to focus on keeping supply trains away.” Jenkins took another drag on his cigarette, exhaled. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to smoke in here, Commander,” Tangetti snapped. 
 
    “Cool it, Tangetti,” said Jaeger. “Some of us are about to stand down; we need sleep if we’re to function effectively. As soon as we’ve established this plan.” 
 
    Which she’d had; Jenkins was saying nothing she didn’t agree with already. The man was abrasive and insubordinate – probably not helped by knowing it was up or out, and he’d pissed off enough people that group captain just wasn’t going to happen for him – but that meant he didn’t fall into the trap so many officers, especially intelligence officers, fell into; trying to please the commanding officer they were briefing. 
 
    Jenkins didn’t give a shit, he was on his way out and he knew it. She valued what that implied, his willingness to talk back even to those who far outranked him. 
 
    Jenkins, not giving a shit, drew back on his cigarette, held it and exhaled. Toward Tangetti. 
 
    “Ma’am,” he said to Jaeger, “I am a hundred percent confident in this estimate. I will pull macho Brodie crap and locate myself personally in a coin-flip’s choice of Harlan City or Barbiero, in a vulnerable building of your choice, to prove my confidence that those places will not be attacked until our supply-war retreat is won. Or lost.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” said Jaeger, as Jenkins exhaled another blast of cigarette smoke inside the closed bunker. He wasn’t the only one who’d been smoking, but he’d been the most centrally-located and the highest-ranking, giving the others a bad example. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “Now Tangetti, Holt, Cruz. We need to talk about a resupply plan for those retreating units, given our available assets…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The ground had hit Ensign Jintao ‘Rumble’ Yoko hard in the ass through his ejection seat. The parachute had collapsed around him, and it had taken some knifing to get through it. 
 
    He’d stood up, shaken from what had happened, the brutal ejection followed not long after by the crash of his jet below him as he fell. Tracers blazing through the air around him, other fights going on in the background. His own fight lost; shame and fear. 
 
    Well, he wasn’t the first to be shot down. It had happened to Cock-Eye Castle four months ago; he’d had a long hard walk but through determination, luck and good navigation made it back to friendly forces. 
 
    If Lieutenant Castle could do it, then he, Rumble Yoko, could. So what if he’d been shot down in the middle of desert nowhere. Castle had been much further out, had had to make his way to a Brodie Line tank camp; Yoko was hundreds of miles west of that area and, by definition of this fight, not too far from a supply route. 
 
    He had a pistol. He had a week’s rations, three gallons of water, a condensation-collection kit and a knife. He had a compass and he knew approximately where Cone Hill was. His own base was about as far forward as they came if you wrote off the Brodie Line positions, which had rough landing strips but had never been set up as operating airbases. 
 
    So he’d started hiking south-south-west through the cold desert night, aiming to eventually reach Cone or at least the friendly patrols in that area. Tired, but his survival kit also included some amphetamine pills. He dug them out and swallowed a thirty-milligram.  
 
    After a little bit it kicked in, giving him alertness and energy. He’d sleep in the day. Eventually, as he trudged along, it wore off. He considered a second one, but the sun was already starting to rise behind him and it was probably a better idea to look for somewhere with a bit of shade where he could sleep. 
 
    Suddenly in the early dawn coldness came headlights that caught him in their glare. 
 
    Too much to hope they’re friendly. 
 
    That hope was dashed when  the vehicle zeroed in on him. It was an armored car– no, an unarmored technical, with its heavy machine-gun elevated so it could fire over the front of the cab as well. Armed men in robes jumped out. 
 
    Jabbering came at him. 
 
    “Jintao Yoko. Confederated Union Air Force. Ensign,” he spoke back. “619-401-2232.” 
 
    “CU,” one of them said with a submachinegun pointed at him. Yoko made sure his hands were clearly raised. “CU fucker. Stay hands up.” 
 
    Another Zinj, his breath smelling of dirt and foul spices, searched him. Took his knife, his sidearm, his water, everything but his flight suit and boots. 
 
    The foul-breathed Zinj tied ropes around his wrists behind his back, all the while yammering to his buddies. Then gestured for him to climb up into the back of the technical. 
 
    The utility truck with its back-mounted machine gun smelled of grease and spilled gasoline. Yoko tried to move, tried to sit upright, but its bouncing through the desert night made it hard. 
 
    The rocks – or something, that they hit regularly – jounced them hard. There was a Zinj, a rough-bearded man with mean eyes behind his goggles, with a revolver pointed constantly at Yoko’s face however he flinched. 
 
    Just don’t shoot me. 
 
    Yoko had heard of prisoner exchanges in the past. He knew that if he could get far enough back behind the lines, he might live. 
 
    The Zinj jabbered back and forth among themselves in their incomprehensible language. A flag – the Zinj crescent-above-flames, with the top-right quarter being the identifiable Djegouni clan’s hourglass among more complex detail – flew from a pole on the back of the technical. The truck bounced over another rock in the semi-darkness, which was slowly becoming light as the sun rose. 
 
    Presently – it might have been mid-morning, by where the sun was – the technical slowed down and stopped. Yoko’s ass and back had been pounded into a solid mass of bruises from the cramped truck. 
 
    “Up. Up, lazy CU fuck,” said a new Zinj. 
 
    Yoko painfully sat up; on his back with his hands tied behind him made it difficult.  
 
    Looking over the side of the technical’s tray, he could see that a bunch of Zinj vehicles had gathered here; half a dozen technicals, nine or ten jeeps, an armored car and one of the squat little tanks the CU called their B-2 class. As he struggled to his feet he saw another armored car and a six-wheeled jeep pull in. 
 
    Battalion regrouping, he thought. Hopefully there’d be someone who spoke more than a few words of English. 
 
    Perhaps not so hopefully, they might start asking questions. And pressing those questions; he’d heard of them torturing miners for information. Yoko was no coward, but he knew his limits; if they credibly threatened to smash his balls or something, he’d talk until he ran out of things to talk about. 
 
    Not that he was going to volunteer anything. The Metropolis Convention made it clear about the only information he was required to give: 
 
    Jintao Yoko. Ensign. Confederated Union Air Force. 619-401-2232. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Flying Officer Second-Class Mabruk Idris had had a bad night of his own, although not as bad as some. He’d survived his ejection thanks to the cowardice of that miserable pathetic CU pilot, who’d then – with clear contempt – waggled his wings as he flew past. 
 
    But at least he hadn’t had to walk too far. He’d been picked up fairly quickly and piled into the back of a jeep retreating from what had apparently been a failed convoy attack. One of the men in the jeep had been injured, a nasty gash across his femoral artery, and Idris had spent much of his time holding a patch firmly over the man’s leg and seething hard to himself. 
 
    Rage at the CU fucker for shooting him down; it did not cross Idris’ mind that he’d been trying just as hard to get that pilot. Shame at being shot down; he could have flown better, been more alert. Should have. Damnit.  
 
    And more than a bit of fear. 
 
    Squadron-Colonel Hafiz was not a nice commanding officer. Whipping enlisted men was normal among the Zinj officer caste, and Idris had done his share of that himself. But beating that radio operator to death over not something important like disrespect, but a simple dropped-call mistake? 
 
    How he was going to react to a relatively low-ranking pilot who’d lost his plane… was not good. It was within Hafiz’ authority – not to shoot him, although Hafiz’ grandfather was a sheikh and he’d probably therefore get away with something like that – but certainly to whip and beat him into the hospital like he’d done to the last pilot to survive getting shot down.  
 
    Then, once Flying Officer Third-Class Afzan had been returned to duty, Hafiz had paraded him in front of the squadron, said it was not permissible to lose Zinj aircraft, then coldly broken both of the man’s arms with a crowbar.  
 
    Exceeding his authority a little bit, but… grandson of a sheikh. Apparently Regiment-Colonel Kader had taken Hafiz aside and tut-tutted to him a little bit after that, but it hadn’t exactly led to a change in behavior. The squadron commander had said the next pilot to survive losing a plane would envy Afzan. 
 
    Idris’ arms twitched in anticipation of that. He kept his right hand firmly on the injured man’s thigh, the man himself moaning and murmuring. He’d been hit in the chest as well, might or might not make it. Another man of the jeep’s four-man crew, the driver, had been killed in the fight; the former machine-gun loader was driving while Idris tried to keep the machine-gunner from bleeding his thigh out onto the gasoline-smelling back of the jeep. 
 
    Presently, as the sun rose behind them and cold dawn became warm early morning and hot mid-morning, the jeep pulled to a stop. A gathering; the battalion regrouping. Tanks and jeeps, technicals and armored cars. 
 
    “You,” the jeep commander who’d been riding shotgun said. He put down a radio headpiece. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Your boss says to gather at the front. Shot-down man.” 
 
    “What about him?” With his free hand, Idris gestured at the wounded, wincing machine-gunner. Zinj field medicine, where there was no AI access, leaned heavily toward the insha’Allah school of thought; if they died it was God’s will. 
 
    “I’ve got him. Your commander wants you. Sir.” 
 
    A commander? Who? 
 
    Idris got off the jeep, letting go of the injured man and warily heading toward what they were gathered around. He saw another man in a white Zinj flight-suit, brought his arm up and saluted Major Muhammed, his flight leader, and— 
 
    Squadron-Colonel Hafiz twitched what remained of his right arm up at Idris in what would have been a return salute if that tightly-tourniquetted right arm had not been cleanly sliced off just ahead of the elbow. Hafiz’ eyes were furious anger and his mouth was grimacing agony. 
 
    One of the less-favorable characteristics of the Djinn was that the ejection didn’t discard the entire angular canopy, just the top of it. If you wanted to keep your limbs when the rocket boosters launched you out, you kept them tightly in. Apparently someone had forgotten that. 
 
    “Good to see you,” said Idris. “Sir.” 
 
    Most of what Idris felt was relief; that he probably wouldn’t get his arms broken. Apparently something worse than broken arms had happened to the next pilot to eject from a plane in Hafiz’ squadron. 
 
    The squadron-colonel glared at him. 
 
    “Hafiz, is it?” came a man with battalion-colonel’s insignia on his shoulders. 
 
    “Fuck you. Yes.” 
 
    With the battalion-colonel was a mullah in black robes; Hafiz, and Idris and the other two downed pilots, made the appropriate bowing gestures of respect to the holy man. 
 
    Behind the black-robed mullah, as more vehicles drew up around them including another light tank, was a shaven-headed prisoner in a sky-blue Confederated Union flight suit. 
 
    “Is there anything we need to know from this man?” the battalion-colonel asked Squadron-Colonel Hafiz. 
 
    Hafiz, who would never fly or command a fighting unit again, spat on the ground and snarled a stream of oaths. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Men had gathered around, leaving their vehicles to get a view of the exchange. Still more vehicles were pulling up in the background, rear elements of the battalion. 
 
    “Mullah Sanjani,” said the battalion-colonel. “What is your judgment?” 
 
    “Askel.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Most of the exchange had been incomprehensible to Yoko, everything but the last word. Pyromaniac Muslims; Jintao Yoko had never exactly studied their language, but he’d attended enough of Sub-Commander Jimmy-Jane’s enemy-culture courses to know what that last word, their favorite word, meant. 
 
    Fire. 
 
    With regard to him. 
 
    A man with a flare gun stood nearby, next to another man with a jerry-can of gasoline in each hand… 
 
    “You,” said a translator. “Boots off. Now.” 
 
    Behind the translator were men with handcuffs attached to chains. Someone else was setting up a video camera on a tripod. 
 
    He’d seen those videos. The Zinj distributed them far and wide, and the CU’s own social media networks took care of the rest. 
 
    And now he was going to star in one. 
 
    Burn to death. 
 
    “Get your boots off,” the Zinj translator repeated. He was a short, bald man with a long messy black beard and sandblasted grey robes. “Or they will shoot you.” 
 
    One of the Zinj pointing guns at him was right next to the translator, toting a machine-pistol with a long stick magazine. The other one, with an assault rifle, was behind him. 
 
    If I take my boots off you’ll shackle me around the ankles so I can’t run, and then burn me alive. 
 
    The question wasn’t whether he would die. From the looks of the Zinj, who had clearly been mauled in the convoy fight in some part thanks to A Flight of the 28th Squadron, that was a given. 
 
    From the looks of those shackles and chains, attached to tanks, and from the sight of the Zinj with a jerry-can of gasoline in each hand. And a nasty smile on his face… 
 
    The man in the black robes – the priest; mullahs, the Zinj called those – was chanting something. 
 
    “Take your boots off, CU shit,” said the Zinj in the sandblasted robes. 
 
    I’m dead already. Goodbye, Rika, he said to his wife. Goodbye, Naoko. His mother. 
 
    Kia kaha, Commander Hauraki. Be strong. My ake ake – upwards, upwards – is up to the spirits now. 
 
    He’d have spat in the Zinj interpreter’s face if he’d been closer than six feet away. Instead he simply smiled. 
 
    I am a dead man. 
 
    The thought, after that walk and the endless ride in the back of the technical, was a relief. He’d said his goodbyes. 
 
     “Fuck you. Take them off me.” 
 
    One of the senior men – the man with fancy gold insignia on the shoulders of his robes, probably the unit commander – ordered something. 
 
    A Zinj in brown robes and goggles moved forwards, aiming to grab Yoko’s right boot. 
 
    Yoko moved. Stepped back and with his left foot, kicked the man as hard as he could in the face. 
 
    Bone broke. Yoko charged for the unit commander, his arms stretched, going for his throat. Strangle the piece of shit. Although that wasn’t how he expected the man to die. 
 
    The unit – battalion? – commander didn’t step back. Instead he drew a long curved dagger from his belt and slashed it into Yoko as Yoko’s fingers closed around the man’s throat. 
 
    Stammering gunfire. Something bashed into Jintao Yoko’s spine as his thumbs tried to crunch the Zinj battalion commander’s windpipe.  
 
    The dagger cut into Yoko’s gut, but the pain didn’t matter. It wouldn’t last. 
 
    Something bit into his leg.  
 
    Yoko turned, pushed the battalion commander toward the man firing into him with the submachinegun. That soldier didn’t stop firing in time; bullets slashed into the officer Yoko was trying to strangle. More pain came into Yoko’s back, more bullets firing. Something heavy. His stomach screamed but it did not matter; his entire body was a mass of burning pain as he rammed the gasping battalion commander into the man with the submachinegun., 
 
    “Fuck you!” he shouted from lungs that seemed far weaker than they had been. The world turning grey. More bullets slammed into him. 
 
    The man whose throat he held was gasping. Blood coughed from his strangled mouth. More shooting. 
 
    “Take you fucks to hell with me!” Yoko gasped, as another round impacted and the darkness overcame him. “Ake ake!” 
 
    Upwards upwards. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “Three-Three Vack, you are clear to land,” said Runway Control. 
 
    “Roger that,” said Captain Brandon ‘Vack’ Ballard. He turned his Freightlifter downwards, sweeping the big cargo plane toward and then bumping along the Cone Hill runway. Ensign Murkowski sat next to him, not in control of the plane but keeping a wide eye out for trouble. The cargo plane was loaded to capacity and they were relatively far forwards. 
 
    Around the base were military vehicles. Two overland trains, one with serious battle damage. A couple of Junker-type main battle tanks. Armored cars, Raiders and Lancers and a few open, machine-gun-equipped jeeps. Parked by the flight line was most of a squadron of Vipers – Ballard counted fifteen, must have lost a guy – and eight Cobras. 
 
    The air was choppy from the wakes of the other Freightlifters coming in; Ballard’s was the seventh of eight that would be landing here today. Cone Hill had never been a large base, and right now aircraft were packed nose-to-tail. 
 
    “Boss, I’m told we’re to gather in the ready room to discuss the situation,” said Murkowski. “Some senior officer’s here from Sector.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The conference room, intended for a single squadron’s worth of aircrew, was packed to standing-room-only with six times that number of pilots and co-pilots, loadmasters and backseaters.  
 
    The Freightlifters of Ballard’s squadron, the 337th Airlift, were being deployed far enough forwards that the loadmasters and ground crews were coming with them, to be based out of Cone themselves. The 337th’s support and logistics officers were there too, with their assistants, and squadron command-group officers like the signals chief and mechanical officer, both with their deputies. 
 
    On the podium at the front was the commander of the 90th Combined Group, which contained both the 28th ‘Smoking Skulls’ Viper squadron and the 337th Airlift Squadron. The Anacondas present, from the 65th ‘Death Metal, were also a part of the 90th Group. So just under half the group was there, which fit the planes Ballard had seen on his way in. 
 
    Group Captain Kate Paulk, commanding officer of the 90th, was a middle-aged woman on the stouter side of average, her long black hair in a braided ponytail. She stood on the podium in front of the room with 90th Group’s Army liaison officer and an Air Force commander Ballard didn’t recognize. The bubble of discussion died down as the last of the Freightlifter pilots came in and Paulk tapped her microphone. 
 
    “Good afternoon you all,” she said. “Welcome to FOB Cone. I know this is the first time most of you have been gathered in one place since we were all working out of the Alexio, but the strategic situation has, as you may have heard, developed significantly. 
 
    “This is Commander Balsbaugh from Sector Operations. He’s here to brief you; his words carry the weight of Sector Commander Jaeger herself.” 
 
    Balsbaugh, a lean brown-haired man, got up and started talking about retreat from the Brodie Line, the decision that had been made last night in the wake of the attacks and the war going hot. 
 
    “The purpose of sector air, until otherwise noted, will be solely and purely to allow the nine battalions of heavy armor to make an ordered retreat to Harlan City, Barbiero and other more defensible points. The overland trains will be used to bring supplies to those defensible points, including rendezvous with the carrier groups. From those points, which will include Cone Hill, they will be flown out to the armored battalions. We can expect the enemy to do what they can to prevent this. 
 
    “We can also expect them to attack, as they have been, the armored battalions from the air and ground. So far there has not been serious ground attack; they have, on the other hand, made several bombing attacks against the battalions. We can expect this to continue and our fighters and strike fighters will be needed to counter those attacks. 
 
    “The secondary objective of all air units in sector is to interdict enemy supplies. The roving Zinj, formerly the laagered Zinj, have supply routes. Until now, since those supply convoys did not fire on us, our rules of engagement have not allowed us to engage them. Those rules of engagement have changed. Hit the Zinj active units and they can shoot back. Hit the Zinj supply convoys and the active Zinj units will run dry on fuel and water; they will be neutralized just as effectively as if they had been directly destroyed. 
 
    “Gentlemen, ladies, you have a job to do. Sector Commander Jaeger has the highest hopes and expectations that Group Captain Paulk and the 90th will perform that duty,” the man from the sector operations staff concluded. “Cover the retreat, people. Our ground forces will successfully retreat and they will make it home.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Mission-specific orders had followed; Ballard’s Freightlifter was one of four heading out to a rendezvous point with armored battalion 2/97, loaded with fuel and ammunition. Escorting them would be two flights of the Viper squadron based at Cone; two flights of fighters escorting one flight of cargo planes because intel said the enemy were expected to do everything they possibly could to screw with the resupply effort. 
 
    “Excuse me,” came a voice to Ballard’s right. “Captain Ballard, sir?” 
 
    The speaker was a young ensign, a little guy with slicked-back red hair. When Ballard turned to see him, the ensign clicked his heels together and gave him a salute so crisp it might almost have satisfied an instructor on the Academy parade grounds. 
 
    Ballard raised an eyebrow as he returned the salute, a little more casually. 
 
    The ensign smiled, a broad grin, and extended a hand. 
 
    “Just wanted to say thank you, sir. I was on the transport you were flying the other day. Thanks for getting us to Sand Harbor safely.” 
 
    The sector commander was on the plane I got to Sand Harbor safely; making a nuisance of herself in the cockpit, although maybe not such a useless nuisance as I’d thought. She could have thanked me by a reassignment back to Cobras. 
 
    Eh. It could have been worse, at least he was still flying. Be nice if he could hit back, though. 
 
    Ballard shook the young ensign’s hand. 
 
    “Just doing my job, Ensign. But thank you.” 
 
    “I’ll be one of the guys flying escort on you, sir. We’ll get you safely there and back. Sir. Not as though you need any help!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Killer O’Connor,” grinned Air Corporal Percy as he withdrew the pump from O’Connor’s Viper’s fuel tank. He’d been alternating between checking the fuel gauge – Percy, it seemed to O’Connor, was a diligent man who took his job seriously – and admiring the airplane shape Chief Tyrell had stenciled on the fighter jet’s nose. 
 
    “First of many,” said Technical Sergeant Maria Ortega, the plane’s weaponsmaster. Weaponsmistress, anyway. “Good kid, I think.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said O’Connor. 
 
    The half-dozen enlisted crew turned around and, except for Percy whose hands were full of the fuel pump, came to salutes. 
 
    “Mean it, sir,” said Ortega as O’Connor saluted back. 
 
    O’Connor grinned. 
 
    “First of a great many.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Chief Tyrell. “Engines are clear and checked out. Weapons are loaded. Senior Airman Samuelson, the dipstick.” 
 
    One of Percy’s helpers handed him a long stick with an electronic meter on top. The crew chief went up the portable staircase, put the dipstick in, read the meter and then checked the fuel level. 
 
    “And fueled up.”  
 
    Tyrell withdrew the dipstick and sealed the fuel tank. 
 
    “Good to go, Ensign. And good hunting.” 
 
    “Not good hunting,” said Mordar, coming up. “Let’s hope for an uneventful supply run.” 
 
    “Think we’re gonna get it?” O’Connor asked. 
 
    Mordar shook her head. 
 
    “Zinj know the situation just as well as we do. Not a chance.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Newland drank on his water, exhausted from the hours of work loading the Freightlifters. India Company had, on getting back to Cone, been given two hours to sleep and then been put to work as grunts, unloading the surviving overland train and the semi-trailers that had made it back. Pouring fuel into parachute-able blivets. 
 
    There’d been another hour or two of desperately-needed sleep before the Freightlifters had come in, with air logistics specialists who’d shown them how to attach parachutes to the fuel, water and food packets. A bit of ammunition too. 
 
    “We’re not getting them half the food they need,” Troop Sergeant Miser had observed. “Treadheads are gonna be hungry by the time they get back.” 
 
    “Limited space, limited weight,” said Lieutenant Ojibwe, coming up. “They’re not going to get back without fuel and water.” 
 
    An Air Force flight sergeant, one of the logistics specialists, came out of the back of the Freightlifter. 
 
    “Parachutes all attached properly, sir,” he said to Ojibwe. “Your men did a good job.” 
 
    The flight sergeant spoke into a radio. 
 
    “Two is clear to go, Mario.” 
 
    A buzzer sounded; Miser and Sub-Corporal Dickson got clear as the Freightlifter’s loading ramp began to rise. 
 
    “You grunts better get clear of the flight line,” the flight sergeant said. “We’re taking off. Looks like you men could use some stand-down time and some sleep.” 
 
    “Need,” said Ojibwe. “Want, just as much. Gonna get, no.” 
 
    “Jesus,” said Dickson. “Sir, we been going twenty-eight hours straight now. Sir, with respect, some of us are gonna fuck up unless we get some shut-eye.” 
 
    “Understood, Sub-Corporal.” Ojibwe gestured for the others to follow, heading toward one of the now-empty hangars. His lips spoke but the thunderous sound of a plane – looked like a Cobra – taking off drowned out whatever he said. 
 
    Other India Company men were gathering inside the hangar, which provided some welcome shade. It was a bit past midday, the sun’s glare painful.  
 
    Mixing in with them – they’d been working alongside the cavalrymen to unload the semis and the overland train that had made it back to Cone – were the seventy-five or so survivors from the freight-carrying element of the convoy. More than Newland might have expected from the number of lost vehicles, but he’d seen before how good the truckers could be at recovering their guys from downed vehicles while on the move.  
 
    Someone – some wonderful person – had set up a table of cold cuts, burritos and drinks that had probably come from the Air Force mess; Army food on far-forward FOBs was never that good. Newland helped himself to a burrito and a bottle of ice-cold water. 
 
    More planes took off, their noise – this hangar was just off the runway – making conversation difficult as India Company gathered. Newland ate his burrito, nodding to Corporal Cheng – in charge of Bronze Section’s other Raider – and Sergeant LeVay, the big dreadlocked boss of Gold Two, as they came in. 
 
    Presently the planes finished taking off and you could talk. Someone had moved a couple of the wheeled staircases the ground crews used for accessing planes to the back of the hangar where the shade was deepest. Captain Bradford, flanked by First Willis and Lieutenant Meyer, moved up to address the company. 
 
    Some guys, of course, didn’t get the message. 
 
    “…gonna get so fucking blitzed,” TFC Barocce was saying to Trooper Henderson. 
 
    “Barocce,” Newland glared at his driver. “Shut it and listen up.” 
 
    Other NCOs across the company – the diminished company, Newland couldn’t help noting – were doing the same thing. It didn’t take more than a few seconds to get everyone paying full attention to the skipper. 
 
    Who got straight to the point. 
 
    “You don’t need me to tell you that the situation has changed. You’ve all heard about Macau Square and the attacks not just there but in Sand Harbor, Gafne, Harlan City and Barbiero as well. This has been a bad night for the Confederated Union, but the first thing I’m going to do is congratulate you men for how you did. Then I’m going to clarify a few of the rumors you may have been hearing, just so you know. And then we’re all going to get a well-earned rest.” 
 
    There were a few smiles and grins. 
 
    “India Company fought valiantly and fought smart. The Zinj had every intention of completely wiping out Convoy EB-319B and India Company with it; they had complete tactical surprise, air support and a seven to one numbers advantage. But India Company was too much for them. With a little help from our own friends in the air, the Zinj failed in their cowardly sneak attack. We’re all aware of our own losses, but let me tell you guys something. 
 
    “The enemy inflicted losses, but – and this was confirmed by an aerial flyby of that unit a couple hours ago – we made them pay. Zinj Laager Twenty-Eight, this was. They were a reinforced battalion, seventy-plus vehicles, before. Were. That unit has been reduced to no more than about thirty operational vehicles. India Company, in our first full-scale engagement of this war, met the enemy and showed them just why nobody fucks with Confederated Union armored cavalry!” 
 
    Bradford paused, as if expecting cheers. A couple of NCOs tried to prompt the rest of the men with ooh-rahs, but Newland wasn’t one of them. Like the rest of the company, he was just too damn exhausted to have much enthusiasm for anything beyond the prospect of sleep. 
 
    After a moment the company commander nodded his understanding. 
 
    “So. Rumor control, and I’ll make it quick. Rocket attack in Macau Square. The Council of Eleven has claimed full responsibility for it, calling it a warning for us to withdraw from the Disputed Territories and back off. Lot of people killed, they’re still counting the bodies. One of them is not, I repeat not, the new First Secretary, whose condition was upgraded from critical to serious a couple of hours ago. 
 
    “Two. Attacks elsewhere. Plane loaded with explosives flown into the sector headquarters of Central Watch, in El Ablado. Not sure of casualties, but up north isn’t our problem. Shit like that in Southern, North Equatorial, South Equatorial and the other operations sectors, too. I don’t have the full details, but it looks to have gone hot everywhere. 
 
    “Three. Rumors going around that they’ve wiped out command in Eastern Watch are false. General Brodie and much of Army command are sadly dead, yes; they rocketed Sector HQ the same way they did Macau Square. We’re also going to mourn Major-General Blume, who was killed with much of the 55th Armored Division’s headquarters by a suicide truck bomb in Harlan City. However, Brigadier-General Congreve of the 55th Armored was not in that headquarters at the time. He is alive and has assumed command of the 55th. 
 
    “Four. Also alive is Air Marshal Jaeger, the new sector commander for Air Force, and pretty much her entire staff. Somehow they got lucky – maybe they were tipped off somehow, maybe they were holding a drill at exactly the right time, God knows – but they were under cover when the rockets hit. The enemy tried to decapitate our sector; they failed. 
 
    “And finally, our own regimental headquarters. True: there was an attempted attack. Pair of truck bombs. One of them got three feet past the outer perimeter before it was halted; the other one didn’t get to the outer perimeter. Colonel Montiguez, his staff and the rest of Headquarters Company are unhurt—” 
 
    Staff Sergeant Wales, the company signals chief who’d been standing near the captain, passed his smartphone to First Willis, who grinned and gave it to the company commander. Captain Bradford glanced at it, paused for a moment while he read, and continued. 
 
    “I have been contradicted,” he told the assembled cavalrymen and truckers. “Colonel Montiguez has issued a statement that his feelings are in fact deeply hurt by such a half-assed attack. He points out that the truck bombs were not synchronized or even armored against small-arms fire. 
 
    “‘The 75th has been insulted’, our regimental commander says, ‘by how the Zinj clearly do not understand our role, our capabilities or the threat that Cav Recon poses to them. We are going to have to teach them otherwise.’” 
 
    This time there were a few – more than a few – un-forced hoo-ahs. 
 
    “That’s it, people. That’s what’s been going on. Now get some sleep, you’ve earned it.” 
 
    For that, there was some real applause. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour out of Cone Hill, flying over the desert at twelve thousand feet. Alpha Flight, led by Hauraki, flew ahead of the four cargo planes which flew two at a time with a good bit of space between them. To their rear and a bit above were the four Vipers of Charlie Flight. 
 
    Radar lit up. Two planes, IFF not reading friendly, just barely across the horizon. 
 
    “Looks like bandits,” Castle remarked. They were probably thirty or thirty-five miles away, although the screwed-up effect the desert had on electronics didn’t make that a sure bet. “Jump ‘em?” 
 
    “Negatory,” said Hauraki. “Stay on focus.” 
 
    “What about that?” Mordar asked, highlighting a dust column to the southeast. O’Connor zoomed in himself; Zinj ground vehicles of some kind, looked like trucks and tankers about twenty miles to the east-south-east. 
 
    “Now,” said Hauraki, “that fits the profile Intelligence gave us about targets of opportunity. Mordar, I’d give you the kills since you spotted them, but I want my more experienced wing-leader on the tail of the freighters. Keep your eyes wide open. Shaker and Meat, go check them out.” 
 
    “Roger that, Icefish,” said Jamison. “Meat, on me. Slow and low, and weapons live.” 
 
    O’Connor followed Jamison down – down low, four hundred feet above low-rolling hills. There were shrubs on these ones, maybe as much hills as dunes, and herds of goat-like creatures browsed. They ran from the thunder of the jet engines. 
 
    O’Connor banked left, down to three hundred, staying approximately on Jamison’s wing with one eye on his radar for threats. The goats ran under him; he banked right again, trying to herd them through that gap in – yes! They ran along. 
 
    “Just what the fuck are you doing, Fresh Meat?” came Jamison’s voice. “And what the hell do you find so funny?” 
 
    “The goats. You can steer them. Hey, what if we were to gather a big bunch of them – there’s thousands out here if you add up all the square miles – and drive them into the path of the armored battalions? Might save them a food delivery.” 
 
    Jamison chuckled but said, “Meat, shut up and focus on the target. I’ll fly high cover, you go down.” 
 
    It was a supply column and it was definitely Zinj; their flags flew high from the back of their vehicles. Two eight-wheeled tanker trucks, three ten-ton regular trucks and a pickup truck loaded with stuff under cargo netting. A jeep ran escort at the front end and a pair of technicals took the rear. The technicals’ machine-guns tracked O’Connor but pointedly did not fire on him. 
 
    “Definite Zinj. You want to be the one to let ‘em know our rules of engagement have changed, or can I?” 
 
    “You’re already down low, Meat; you make the first pass. Guns only and don’t let those machine-guns get you.” 
 
    O’Connor nodded; “Affirmative, Shaker.”  
 
    Turned the stick and the pedals, wheeling the Viper sharply around to come behind the convoy. Flying low, three hundred and fifty feet above the dirt according to his altimeter, and let that rear technical drift into his sights. 
 
    And then… opened up. Thirty-millimeter cannon shells swept across the last technical and then the second-last, into one of the trucks and then a fuel tanker, which started to burn. 
 
    The jeep opened up on him and the other vehicles began to break out of line, accelerating and splitting up. O’Connor kept his finger down on the cannon-button on his stick, putting rounds into the other vehicles and then hitting the throttle, breaking away and up. 
 
    Jamison hit them next, as O’Connor was wheeling around. In the corner of his eye O’Connor saw that other tanker, which might have been ventilated by scatter damage from one of O’Connor’s shells, go up in a blazing fireball; the lead truck attempted too hard a turn and jack-knifed onto its side. The jeep opened fire with a sweeping burst and then – 
 
    “Manpad, Shaker! Watch out, they got a manpad!” 
 
    Someone in the back of the jeep, as O’Connor came in for a second pass, was aiming a man-portable anti-aircraft device right up the backside of Jamison’s slow-moving ass.  
 
    Jamison banked sharp screaming right as the rocket fired, going low and accelerating. A second later O’Connor put a burst of fire into the jeep that set it burning, a flailing man tumbling out. 
 
    “Damn,” said O’Connor as Jamison came back for a slow, low pass over the ruins of the small Zinj convoy.  
 
    All nine vehicles were wrecked and-or burning, the fuel tanker burning quite ferociously with flames leaping thirty feet into the sky, except for the second tanker. There was a burned-out, flickering chassis where it had been; the rest of it was scattered in a hundred-yard radius. 
 
    “Nine scratches between us.” 
 
    “Three,” said Hauraki. “No credit in shooting up crap that can’t shoot back. Just effectiveness. Looks like it’s going to be open season on their supply convoys for a while.” 
 
    “Just like it’s always been for them on ours,” said Mordar coldly. “Call my sympathies limited.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Got bad news, sir,” came the voice of 2/97’s air defense officer. 
 
    The last sixteen hours have been continuous bad news, thought Sub-Colonel Marius Thurber. The battalion was rumbling west at a steady thirty or so miles an hour, the Junkers and Ritters screening his four Grafs and the battalion headquarters company, which consisted of precious supply, combat-engineer and air-defense platoons. The battalion staff itself was dispersed through the command bridges of the Grafs, which had plenty of room. 
 
    He’d been about to detach the stronger of his Junker companies – ten remaining from a book strength of thirteen, D Company had lost only lost three so far – forwards with the combat engineers to prepare a landing zone. It would lose the protection of the battalion’s main body, though, and there were light enemy elements hassling them all around. 
 
    A couple of hours ago a flight of Cobras had come over to say hi. That had been good news; they’d taken out a battery of mobile artillery that had been pursuing them, and chased off a pair of Djinn that had been trying to chew up whatever they could on the perimeter. Djinn guns couldn’t touch his heavy armor, but their air-to-ground missiles had forcibly retired one Junker.  
 
    Not destroyed it, but with the pace of movement there’d been no time for field repairs more complex than a track replacement; they’d blown it in place and put its crew as passengers on one of the Grafs. 
 
    Since then he’d been on his own. 
 
    “What?” Thurber asked, trying to stay calm. It was going to be a long, long drive back to Barbiero, all the worse for the shame of cowardly retreat. 
 
    “Incoming air, and looks like a little more than harassment. Height and speed indicate them as bombers, probably Jaridah-class. Hold on – yes, definitely Jaridahs.” 
 
    Shit. There was very little he could do against bombing, short of electronic countermeasures to spoof the guidance system. The last of Captain Rienzi’s serious-type SAMs, suited against actual high-level threats, had been expended this morning. 
 
    They were scheduled to meet the resupply – which they badly needed on just about everything, especially fuel – in about an hour. That meant the planes would be on their way in now, and hopefully not too far off. And they’d almost certainly be escorted… 
 
    “Get us some help, Air Defense. They’re probably not too far off. And we’re going to be nice to them. Engineering?” 
 
    “Sir,” said Ensign Auerbach. “Move forwards to the resupply point?” 
 
    At the very least, thought Thurber, you might draw those bombers away from my precious Grafs. 
 
    “You read my mind, Auerbach. Captain Merza? Make sure D Company gets him there safely.” 
 
    There were Zinj skirmishers ahead of them, but they’d learned to stay well distant and not expose themselves for too long. The Junker’s 120mm main gun could make toast of any armor remotely associated with what had been the laagers, let alone jeeps and technicals. Running low on ammunition, but his battalion still had teeth. Sharp teeth. 
 
    I have an awesome, beautiful, fine-tuned unit of heavy armor, thought Thurber with some remaining degree of pride. The Zinj had been terrified to come near him out on the Brodie Line, and he could cut through anything they had like a razor-edged chainsaw through melted butter. 
 
    If only we were charging in the other direction, he thought.  
 
    “And Rienzi, get in touch with that friendly air now!” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Bombers, thought Commander Hauraki. He could read his radar clearly enough, and the visual reports confirmed what he’d guessed from the movement patterns. Escorted bombers. 
 
    It wasn’t just a matter of defending the armor, although it had been made clear enough that protecting them from aerial destruction was as important a part of preserving the tank battalions as keeping them supplied. This far out into such a hostile environment there were any number of ways they could get into trouble. 
 
    The other part was intercepting the Zinj escorts before they could hit what he was escorting. And that was what really influenced his decision; protecting the Freightlifters, reaching the drop zone. 
 
    “Mordar, thoughts?” 
 
    “Go for it. We’ll keep them protected. Jaridahs are a legit threat to the armor, not just a feint.” 
 
    “Figured you’d say that.” He changed his voice to the A Flight channel. 
 
    “We going for them?” ‘Junkie’ Gamache asked. 
 
    “We’re going for them. Dollar, Junkie, on my wings and let’s hit them from above.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like this,” said Murkowski in the cockpit of one of the two lead Freightlifters. “Captain, I don’t like this one damn bit.” 
 
    Ballard watched uneasily as three of the cargo planes’ seven escorting fighters – half their escort strength – peeled off and headed upwards. The Freightlifter’s radar was defensive not offensive, not nearly as high-powered as a combat jet’s, but from his years of experience flying Cobras he had a good sense of what was going on. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Major Daoud Aboud al-Rafsa looked down at the westbound armor formation, eleven thousand feet below. Behind him were the other three Jaridahs of his flight; flying high cover above were a pair of Assads. 
 
    Aboud was an aristocratic man, the second son of a sheikh, big with a shaved head, sharp nose and dual-forked beard. He was deputy commander of this squadron and overall commander of the mission; the Assads were in charge of protecting his planes and reported to him. 
 
    “Sir, looks like there’s air inbound at about fifty, sixty miles to the west. Looks hostile,” reported the Jaridah’s electronic warfare officer. 
 
    Aboud looked down at his radar screen. Yeah, multiple blips coming from the west, from one of the Confederated Union air bases or perhaps a carrier. Either to intercept him, resupply the convoy or both. 
 
    Three of the hostile blips broke off. Probably to engage the bomber flight. 
 
    “I see them,” said Captain Rahman, the Assad wing leader. “Intercept?” 
 
    “Stay covering us now. And get us some assistance!” 
 
    “Sir, commencing attack run,” said the bombardier. The armor was coming up ahead of them. 
 
    “Confirm the twenty-five hundred pound armor-piercing bombs.” 
 
    “Two five zero zero pound armor-piercing confirmed.” Intelligence had said a direct hit from one of those things would take down one of the CU landcruisers. 
 
    Thinking about intelligence briefings, or ensuring clarity of direction though those confirmation steps, was rare in a Zinj front-line combat operation; most officers relied on doctrine, AIs, gut feeling and the will of Allah. But Major Daoud Aboud’s opinion was that Allah had given man brains for a reason, and it was a sin not to use them. If man had brains and the capacity for reason, it was the will of Allah that those be used. 
 
    Certainly it had been the will of Allah that Aboud’s combat record, against the heretics of the South during the Zinj war of expansion and now against the Confederated Union, had been better than most. It was not simply because his father was a sheikh that he was young for his rank. 
 
    “Plane is yours,” Aboud told the bombardier. “Release on your command.” 
 
    The bombardier had a short final exchange with the electronic warfare officer, whose duties in a bombing run included whatever he could to counteract the enemy’s own countermeasures. Took control of the plane, banked slightly, and: 
 
    “Bombs away!” 
 
    Aboud’s plane lifted as five thousand pounds’ worth of guided ordnance was released; so did the other bombers of his flight. Eight bunker-buster-grade bombs began to steer themselves down onto Armored Battalion 2/97. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Grafs weren’t exactly helpless. As the bombs rained down, their dedicated electronic counter-warfare officers began deploying countermeasures. There were several. 
 
    From the conception of the Graf’s earliest designs, it had been realized that the biggest threats would be air attack. So their tops had been armored more heavily than their sides; trade with the interstellars had given some extremely expensive but extremely strong starship-grade alloys.  
 
    A Graf could – not comfortably, but it could take it – deal with at least one hit from another Graf’s massive guns. Intelligence said the Zinj were developing kiloheavy-type armor of their own; in the officers’ messes of places like Barbiero and Sand Harbor, Marius Thurber and his friends had dismissed any Zinj ground threats. 
 
    But aircraft could deliver bombs, big bombs. Armor-piercing bunker-busters that nothing could stop. Against low-level threats, each Graf had a battery of Flashfire surface-to-air missiles and enough firepower – it could also be redeployed against lighter-armed ground vehicles – to produce a curtain of fire no aircraft would enjoy. 
 
    Higher-flying threats would require guidance systems to accurately hit a moving target. Against that, there was ECW. A host of scatterers to disrupt laser beams, chaff – although 2/97 had expended the last it had of that, hours ago – and lasers for burning out the sensors and guidance systems of the falling bombs so they’d land a bit off-base.  
 
    And rollers, which were big deployable trailers that rolled along the sand a bit of a distance back. While the Grafs went silent, and the tough, experienced-geek NCOs who ran the Grafs’ ECWs punched in buttons now that turned off all electronics except the active countermeasures, those towed rollers slid out on long wire-guided ropes. 
 
    Not just from the Grafs. Some of the Ritters and a few of the Junkers, especially those placed at the tail end of the formation, released rollers as well. Moving, zagging targets as the armored formation broke up, making predictive image locks that much harder. 
 
    And on the chance that something might fly low, gunners in tough helmets and heavy flak jackets loaded and cocked their weapons, and braced themselves. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sub-Colonel Marius Thurber had strapped on a twenty-pound flak jacket and donned his helmet. On the front of it was his name and the two silver squares, dulled out, of his rank insignia. He nodded to Major Hing and headed up the tight spiral staircase to the Graf’s turret, where the crew of the main guns stood nervously awaiting the fire that was to come. 
 
    “You got this, Lieutenant Arnold,” he said to the gun lead. The other men sat around their stations in the surprisingly low position. “Look, Lieutenant Arnold and Master Sergeant Juarez” – this Graf’s ECW chief – “have this, guys. Want to come up top with me? I’m not afraid and it’s gonna be a hell of a show.” 
 
    In truth Thurber was terrified; he knew just how unprotected the Grafs were. The ECW only did so much when you were out of SAMs and out of expendables, out of chaff and distractors. 
 
    But they had rollers left, and they had a commanding officer who was going to do his duty. Lead from the front. 
 
    He climbed the ladder to the turret hatch, hit the button to move it aside. One of the younger gunners actually followed him, wanting a front-row view of the air attack. Crazy kid, but he’d been nineteen years old himself once, Thurber had. Too dumb to know fear. 
 
    In college at that age, on an Officer Training Course scholarship. Not posted out in the desert. Too damn inexperienced to know what fear was, while Private – he glanced down at the E-1’s nametag – Vancel – looked like he’d enlisted on his eighteenth birthday.  
 
    When Thurber had been that age he’d been partying with the rest of the crew at Western Slope University, but he couldn’t say he didn’t envy Private Vancel this experience. Provided they all lived through it, of course. 
 
    He got to the top of the Graf, as it rumbled along in the sand. Lieutenant Nguyen, commander of the kiloheavy tank’s top-side guns, threw him a salute and gestured for his men not to, to stay focused. Thurber returned the salute and put his goggles on, then bent down to help young Private Vancel up. 
 
    “Sir, you don’t mind me coming up here? Commander, sir?” 
 
    “Check your helmet, son. And put those goggles on.” 
 
    A little sheepishly, as he got to his feet on top of the Graf’s turret, the young private pulled his goggles on over his eyes. Both men looked up as the bombers, approaching overhead at eleven thousand feet, released their bombs. 
 
    “Scatter from those lasers, they’ll fuck your eyes up,” Thurber remarked as the automated lasers engaged.  
 
    Major Hing’s driver jerked the Graf a sharp left; Vancel was knocked off his feet, flailed and caught himself on the thin wire railing of the turret. 
 
    “Gets you the first few times, don’t it?” 
 
    It had been even more impressive last night – flashing lasers and scanning searchlights from both the Grafs and their dummy fake-out rollers. The polarizing goggles even catching some of the ultraviolet light. Flashfire SAMs streaking up, flares and chaff littering the sky above. 
 
    Right now they were out of Flashfires, out of chaff and out of flares. He hoped to hell they weren’t out of luck, because that was about all they had left. 
 
    The bombs came hurtling down at 9.4 meters per second minus the fraction their guidance systems were slowing them for better accuracy. Thurber held onto the turret’s railing, his feet braced, and watched. One hand reached for the stogies in his front pocket, casually lit one up. Then, grinning, took another one out. 
 
    “You smoke, Private?” he shouted above the din of the Graf’s engine and the roar of the tracks. 
 
    “Not – not normally, sir!” 
 
    “Take one anyway. These are from Islandia Fuegos, special import!” 
 
    “Sir! Yes sir!” 
 
    Thurber wanted to tell the kid to cool it, but he understood that an E-1 not too far out of training was going to be a little nervous around the battalion commander. He respected the kid’s balls for coming out here to begin with. It was going to be a show, if they survived it.  
 
    Maybe the kid wanted to see the show; maybe, like Thurber, he just wanted to face his death with eyes open. 
 
    He lit the stogie in his own mouth, passed one to young Private Vancel, who took it. Passed his Fierro lighter, a silver one that had been given and engraved personally by General Brodie. The General, a tanker himself, had always eschewed challenge coins in favor of something much more desirable. RIP, commander, sir. 
 
    The kid, with shaking fingers, lit his cigar as the bombs came down and the Graf swerved again. 
 
    Thurber tried to hide his own fear. Hoped he was succeeding. Sophie, I love you. I know you’ll take care of the kids for us. But I want to see you again. 
 
    Lasers flashed. The bombers zoomed overhead, fighters overhead going west past them – speeding ahead to engage something. 
 
    From previous experience, the bombers were just turning around for another pass.  
 
    The bombs kept falling. 
 
    Private Vancel coughed on his cigar. 
 
    “Gotta learn to appreciate them,” grinned Thurber, and took another drag on his own. 
 
    Impact. BOOMs. 
 
    One of the armor-piercing bunker-busting bombs hit about a hundred feet from the left side of the rear of the Graf, going deep into the bedrock before an explosion that shook the Graf and sent even the experienced Thurber grasping against the turret railing. Sand and rock fountained a hundred yards in the sky.  
 
    More colossal explosions ripped up around the battalion; sand blasted into the air. Thurber was glad for his goggles, and from how Private Vancel flinched when the sand ripped at his face, he was glad he’d advised the young soldier about his. 
 
    In an almighty explosion, one of the outlying Ritters was blown apart. It had been dragging a Graf-mimicking roller to draw fire from the core of Thurber’s battalion, and it had paid the price. Thurber wished he knew the names of the men inside it, but he could look that up when he got back to his command center. 
 
    More bunker-busting explosions slammed into the ground around the moving battalion. An unlucky Junker toward its tail, too close to a Graf roller being dragged by another Junker, was hit and destroyed; not a direct hit, but even a glancing blow was enough to send the hundred-ton tank tumbling over in a blast no human could have survived. 
 
    “Wow. Just… fuck, wow. Wow,” the young private was saying. 
 
    “Say a prayer to their souls, kid. We got lucky this pass but twelve men just died regardless,” said Thurber. Then his lip curled. 
 
    “Where the fuck is my air support! Because we don’t need ammo and fuel, we need protection from those guys!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Erin ‘Junkie’ Gamache heard the orders from the squadron commander as her missile lock bleeped. With her right hand she hit the release button; a Skyfire missile streaked out at one of the Zinj bombers, still beyond visual range as the Vipers sped toward them. 
 
    Other missiles lanced from ‘Dollar’ Biller’s jet and Hauraki’s, in center, as they raced across the rocky dunes toward the armored battalion and the bombers attacking them. 
 
    We’ll protect you. You’re going to make it home, tankers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain ‘Sauron’ Mordar watched the situation evolving on her radar screen as they approached the designated drop point. On the ground radar, which mostly came from reports from the ground, a company of armor was surging forward to meet them at the drop point. 
 
    “Ballard, they may have friends handy. Can you accurately drop your supplies without markers?” 
 
    “We can. But there’s Zinj elements on the ground around them. You want us to resupply them?” 
 
    True, the Zinj wouldn’t have much use for the fusion bars the Grafs desperately needed to get going. Or the ammunition. But there was food and gasoline in these loads. 
 
    “You’re going to have to take those out before we drop. Or at least scare them off after we do.” 
 
    “Captain Ballard,” Mordar insisted, “there’s hostile air in the sky. You sure you can deal with it?” 
 
    “Listen, Sauron. We’re here to do a job. We’re going to do it. Your job is to cover our asses. Do so. Vack out.” 
 
    Mordar sighed. 
 
    “Bold man, this pilot. But he’s right. Take care of him the next twenty miles until we reach the drop zone.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Ahmed Merza, commander of the D Company Junkers who’d been sent forward with the battalion engineering platoon to prepare the drop zone, saw Zinj on the western horizon through his binoculars. 
 
    Of course, he’d always seen Zinj bobbing back and forth around them. Technicals and jeeps for the most part, harassing them. But now the orders were clear: prepare the drop zone. 
 
    “You go any faster, Auerbach?” 
 
    The engineering platoon rode in seven – there’d originally been nine – eight-wheeled trucks, unarmed and not particularly well-armored. Right now they were in the center of the armored arrow Merza’s tanks formed, racing hard toward the drop zone. 
 
    “We can. Can you, Captain?” 
 
    “Jimmy, floor it,” Merza responded. “Hell with fuel economy, we’ve got a situation.” 
 
    The driver of Merza’s Junker obeyed. The tank leapt forwards, Merza gripping the handles of his ring-mounted fifty-caliber. 
 
    “We’re gonna meet Zinj,” said Sergeant Ivan Detlov, the gunner. 
 
    “We’ve got a mission to execute and ammunition for now to handle that mission. So long as those engineering vehicles can keep up, I do not give a shit.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Oncoming missile locks!” screamed Aboud’s ECW officer. 
 
    Aboud hit the pedals and the stick, and the throttle in his right hand, wheeling the bomber round. Indicators showed the ECW man emptying chaff and flares into the air to distract the missiles. 
 
    “Rahman, where the hell is our assistance?” 
 
    “Nearest is a wing of Assads. They’re on the way, but they’re a hundred miles away.” 
 
    Fuck. Fuck and fuck. 
 
    Aboud made a call. Personal glory be damned, duty came first. 
 
    “I’m getting my planes out of here. Engage the supply aircraft. Repeat, engage the supply aircraft.” 
 
    “We leaving?” asked Flying Officer First-Class Haidar, on Aboud’s wing. 
 
    Aboud looked at his radar, doing fast AI-grade calculations in his head. Good thing he’d rehearsed this situation. Most Zinj commanders only rehearsed victory, considering that to be Allah’s will. In Aboud’s opinion the enemy had a say in the matter, and Allah’s will was that His combat officers be ready to counteract that. 
 
    “We can do another load of bombs as we head out. Bombardiers, get started. And then we’re gone!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The three Skyfire missiles streaked into the bomber formation, only to be lost by the sea of ECW, chaff and flares that the bombers had released. 
 
    ‘Junkie’ Gamache cursed as the bombers, wheeling around, released another wave of bombs down onto the armored battalion as they fled east. 
 
    And then she had something new to worry about. 
 
    “Assads are bypassing us!” Icefish snapped. “Going for the transports. Forget the bombers, we have a convoy to protect!” 
 
    
* * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Abdul Rahman hit the afterburners on his Assad, letting the bombers take care of themselves as per the order of their own commander. 
 
    Major Aboud was a technocrat and an asshole who seemed to sometimes think he knew better than Allah. But these orders were good ones, he had to admit. 
 
    Don’t just protect. Kill. Burn them in fire. 
 
    Missile lock on planes of the oncoming convoy, thirty-five miles away. Engage. 
 
    His button hit the trigger, twice, and four missiles lanced west from his and his wingman’s jets. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Inbound missiles!” Ensign Murkowski snapped. 
 
    Ballard was cool. He’d faced combat in a Freightlifter before, after all, and lived. So had Murkowski, of course. The kid had to learn some calmness in these situations. 
 
    “Cool it, Murk. We’re almost over the drop zone.” 
 
    As if on cue came the voice of the loadmaster, Flight Sergeant Josephs. 
 
    “Sir, time to go slow and low. Opening the ramp and I’m going to begin pushing the shit out.” 
 
    “They’ve got missile locks on us!” Murkowski whined. “And they’re coming in themselves!” 
 
    “And we got a job to do, kid,” said Ballard. He pulled the stick back, angled the plane upwards to help the cargo out. A green light on the panel started to flash red, showed that Josephs had hit the ramp button, lowering it. Inside a few seconds the flashing red light went solid red, indicating the ramp was down. As though Ballard couldn’t tell from the change in the plane’s aerodynamics. 
 
    “Get pushing, Josephs,” Ballard ordered. 
 
    Grunting breath came back to him from the flight sergeant:. 
 
    “Already am, Captain.” 
 
    Parachuted supplies – crates of ammo and food, gasoline blivets – started to fall from the Freightlifter.  
 
    Ahead of it, the escort flight of Vipers streaked ahead to engage the Assad interceptors. Glittering chaff and blazing flares littered the sky in their wake. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Missile lock, said O’Connor’s panel. Then it blinked: lost. 
 
    Behind him, the four Freightlifters were jettisoning their cargoes near the drop zone, if not quite at it. The area was still flat sand or rolling sand, unlike the jagged rock piles they’d passed not long ago; easy for parachuted goodies to get lost in that mess. Not so easy here. 
 
    The good news was that an armored company was coming in, hauling ass fast toward the drop zone.  
 
    The bad news was that Zinj were already there. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We’re not going to catch them,” Hauraki said through Gamache’s radio. 
 
    “We can if we try,” said ‘Dollar’ Biller. 
 
    “Don’t try. That’s an order. Turn around on those Assads and protect our payloads!” 
 
    Sticking to the squadron commander’s wing, ‘Junkie’ Gamache wheeled her Viper around to take care of the Murads behind them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    To hell, thought Captain Abdul Rahman as the Vipers that had been chasing the bombers turned back around. Coward, Major Aboud.  
 
    But refusing to disengage when he, Rahman, was outnumbered seven to four didn’t make him a coward. It made him sane. Allah’s will, Rahman decided, was for him to live another day. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” he told his wingman, Flying Officer Second-Class Hirbiz. 
 
    “Yessir,” said Hirbiz. 
 
    Rahman hit his afterburners. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Loadmaster Flight Sergeant Josephs, a muscular man aged thirty in the back of Captain Ballard’s Freightlifter, heaved the last thousand-gallon blivet of gasoline off the rollers and out the back of the cargo plane. 
 
    “Level off, sir!” he called through his headset as for a moment he hung in midair on his harness, the whistling airstream trying to pull him out the back with the cargo he’d just delivered. Josephs wished the tanks on the ground the best, but he liked hot showers himself; he had no desire to ride home with them. “And close the hatch, because” – his right arm flailed for button, but it was two feet out of reach – “I can’t!” 
 
    A moment later Captain Ballard did, the ramp easing slowly up. Josephs felt his boots welcomingly appreciate the rollers of the Freightlifter’s cargo ramp. 
 
    “There’s still Zinj down below,” said co-pilot Murkowski over the plane’s network. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Not for long,” said Merza as his plane ascended the crest of the hill. Yes, Zinj jeeps and technicals were coming in from the north, where they’d been harassing his battalion, to steal or blow the parachute-dropped supplies. 
 
    “We need those,” came Ensign Auerbach. “Take care with your fire, will you, sir?” 
 
    “Sight in and destroy the Zinj,” Merza told his gunner. He didn’t need to remind the rest of his company what they were here to do. 
 
    A moment later, firing from the move, the Junker’s 120mm gun boomed. One of the nearer armored cars simply disintegrated under the high explosive shell. More of the enemy vehicles – jeeps, technicals and armored cars – became burning scrap metal as D Company secured its supply-drop area. Dust plumes over the dunes told a tale of other Zinj fleeing. 
 
    “Sir, Sub-Colonel Thurber sir? Seven-Two Diamond Actual reporting. Resupply zone clear, sir. Scattered a bit, but clear.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, the supplies were being loaded into the Grafs, Vipers circling protectively above. From time to time they made runs in to hit the Zinj around 2/97, and Thurber watched appreciatively from the top of his Graf as at least one wave of secondary explosions went up a few miles to the south. 
 
    “Fuel bars loaded!” came over his earpiece as he finished his cigar. Private Vancel was still up, having taken the chance to tour the top deck of his Graf and say hi to the guys on the rear battery. 
 
    Sergeant Deng of that battery had given his enthusiastic regards back to Thurber, as crates of 20mm ammunition had been uploaded to his hungry guns. Vancel had come back with a grin on his face and a double thumbs-up. 
 
    “We’re gonna make it home, aren’t we? Commander, sir?” 
 
    Thurber’s cigar had been smoked and he only had a few left. He considered but dismissed the idea of lighting another; they still had hundreds of miles to Barbiero and safety. 
 
    “We’re gonna get home, son,” Thurber told the young E-1 without looking at him. 
 
    God, did he hate retreat. 
 
    “If God and the Air Force allows us, we’re gonna get back to safety. Rather be hitting them east, though. Which we will do, son. Which. We. Will. Do.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    “Ma’am,” said Air Corporal Wilpers. “Captain Vikanian reports landing zone secure.” 
 
    Jaeger, who earlier in her career had done independent undercover work in places loaded with security elements of the Council itself, felt vaguely embarrassed now about the precautions taken about her arrival in what wasn’t even a true combat zone.  
 
    But she was no longer an operative or a field lead, she was a sector commander. The Zinj had tried to take her out before and they’d try again, and they’d attacked supply convoys well east of Barbiero. 
 
    “Go in, ma’am?” asked the pilot of the hovering Samurai assault helicopter she and a few others were crowded into the back of. The Samurai was a big beast, armed like a Ninja but also capable of carrying up to six passengers, half an infantry squad. Right now those passengers were herself, her aide Sub-Commander Conroy, Commander Jenkins, a communications tech and two bodyguards. 
 
    “Land,” said Jaeger. 
 
    The pilot reduced throttle. The mighty spires of the Cathedral of St. Augustine passed them, towering a hundred and fifty feet into the sky. It was a religiously significant site, one of the first big Reunified Catholic structures on Arkin. Not to mention an impressive piece of architecture in its own right. 
 
    Vikanian hadn’t needed to take the precautions he had; St. Augustine Square had been thoroughly secured by Raiders and Lancers of the 75th Cavalry’s headquarters company, with infantry dismounts watching from rooftops and a couple of the 75th’s own Ninja attack helicopters circling. There was a Muslim population in Barbiero that had definitely, from the attacks, been infiltrated by the Zinj. Nobody was taking chances with rockets, snipers or suicide bombers. 
 
    It was late afternoon and hot, a blasting dry heat that came in windblown waves through the three-hundred-year ancient streets of the old church city, a heat that rose through the cobblestones of the square. 
 
    Colonel Raoul Montiguez drew himself up in front of her and gave an Academy-perfect salute. He wore grey dress uniform and a cavalry hat; elaborate gold spurs were on the boots that clicked on the cobblestones. He was a tall, slim, elegant man in his mid-forties, with sharp eyes and a flowing black moustache. 
 
    “Do you want a tour of Barbiero, ma’am? I think a lot of the local citizens would be glad to see you.” 
 
    “After the meeting, yes. But first, to your headquarters.” 
 
    This was as much a diplomatic as a command mission. Montiguez didn’t report to her; Army command in the sector had been taken over by Brigadier-General Congreve, the former XO of the 55th Armored Division and the highest-ranking Army officer left alive in the sector. Right now Jaeger was managing to exert pressure on Congreve by threatening to withhold supplies to units that didn’t comply with her force-preserving retreat; bypassing him as much as anything else. 
 
    To get those supplies to the tanks, she needed the support of Montiguez, among other people. She’d also need several minor miracles and one or two big ones, but she’d worry about that later. 
 
    Montiguez had some Raiders waiting. Jaeger had ridden, a bit over a decade ago, in an export-variant of the Raider known as the Kaaner, provided to a southern nation on the Great Continent against the Zinj; too few of them had been sold and that nation had ultimately fallen. Yet another disaster in an endless string of them; sometimes it felt as though her career had been spent like King Canute, trying fruitlessly to stop a rising tide. 
 
    Well, the tide was going to stop rising soon. They were going to advance; that for now couldn’t be helped. And then they would be stopped. And then she would regroup the sector’s forces, hopefully get reinforcements, and then commence operations to drive them right out of the Disputed Territories. And then out of the Contested Territories. And then all the way back to the damn Khanjar Mountains, if she had any say in the matter. Before smashing through the passes and… 
 
    Work to do now. No time for pleasant thoughts. 
 
    The Raider was built to carry six people, a driver and an offsider and four dismounts. With just herself and Colonel Montiguez in the back, it was comfortable enough. 
 
    They got moving, Wilpers and her other bodyguards piling into Raiders behind them. It was a convoy worthy of the First Secretary and his entourage as they drove through the cobbled streets of the old church city. The Raider’s offsider had the gun mount, scanning alertly for threats in windows or on rooftops. 
 
    Out of the high shadow of the Cathedral they passed into a much newer industrial district, the road becoming clean smooth bitumen. Mineral processing and distillation plants; the city’s fusion plant was visible to the south. 
 
    Near the edge of the rock-island they came to the 75th’s headquarters, a well-guarded area of newly-constructed buildings behind thickly-placed coils of razor wire. Sentries in towers eyed them from behind fifty-caliber machine guns as they slowly drove through. The sound came of a recon helicopter landing on its pad; Vikanian’s Pathfinders stood near Montiguez’ own security troops.  
 
    Around the headquarters were machine shops, vehicle garages, what looked to be a couple of small warehouses. Lines of Raiders and Lancers stood ready; a wing of Samurai helicopters rested on their pads, a pair of mechanics working on the engine of one of them. 
 
    Montiguez led her into one of the buildings, returning the salute from a woman who was probably officer of the day. Then down a long flight of stairs, through a door into a surprisingly large air-conditioned bunker. From the family photos and clutter on desks she passed, Jaeger got the impression this place wasn’t so much an emergency backup as a regular day-to-day workplace. 
 
    “Welcome to my humble headquarters,” the colonel said. 
 
    “You’ve dug deep.” 
 
    “They gave my regiment an engineering company. What a Cav Recon regiment needs a company of engineers for I have no idea, but they were bored. It worked out well for all of us.” 
 
    “You planned ahead better than Brodie.” There was going to be a power game here; Jaeger didn’t want to cede anything, to appear weak, but she did need to keep him sweet. 
 
    “Without meaning to speak ill of the dead,” said Montiguez, “I’ve known goldfish that planned ahead better than Brodie. What did he think was going to happen when the Zinj felt they were strong enough? Or had sufficient provocation?” 
 
    That fit the files Jaeger had read on Montiguez; he’d clashed with Major-Generals Brodie and Blume in the past. Didn’t see his regiment as particularly subordinate to anyone. Didn’t like seeing his troops running herd on supply trains when they could have been acting more aggressively. 
 
    “I tried to give him warning,” said Jaeger. “Wouldn’t listen. Wanted to lead from the front. Died well, but he shouldn’t have died.” 
 
    “And now you’re trying to keep his tanks from getting annihilated. Tell me, Air Marshal, how many hissy-fits has Brigadier Congreve thrown at you so far?” 
 
    Colonels did not normally talk about brigadiers like that. 
 
    “Just the one so far. You’ve spoken to him, I gather?” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Montiguez. “I was conveniently not available. Maybe once I’ve heard what you have to say, I might be.” 
 
    That didn’t surprise Jaeger too terribly much. They both knew the game they were playing. 
 
    Montiguez showed her into what seemed to be his personal office, a small space with a desk, a sofa, and a couple of armchairs facing each other. On the desk was a computer; behind it was a modest I-love-me wall of framed photographs. 
 
    “Refreshments?” 
 
    “Ice water would be nice.” 
 
    “Nothing stronger? Mind if I do?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “You heard the Air Marshal,” Montiguez told an aide. A moment later the aide came back with a tray of biscuits, two glasses and a pitcher of ice water. She poured water into one of the glasses and offered it to Jaeger. Montiguez took a bottle – a very good bottle, Jaeger noticed – of whisky from his desk and poured some of it into a tumbler. 
 
    “Sure you won’t partake?” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Jaeger said. 
 
    The aide left, and the two officers sat down on the armchairs. The cold water was almost as refreshing to Jaeger as the air conditioning had been. 
 
    “My men have taken casualties too, you know,” Colonel Montiguez said. He took a sip from his Scotch, slowly shaking his head. “Falcon company was all but wiped out. Delta, Golf, Hotel and Bravo took heavy losses; so did India. Half my companies have taken some losses, and I don’t expect replacements anytime soon…” 
 
    He met her eyes as his voice trailed off. She got the message: get me those replacements and I’ll help you. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It had been a constructive afternoon, touring Barbiero. She’d met the bishop of the Cathedral, an elderly man who’d been polite enough, friendly enough, but seemed a little bemused at all the military activity going on around his city. She’d visited the town mayor, a hard-bitten woman who reminded her a bit of Sand Harbor’s Mayor Quint. 
 
    Takes a certain type to get elected out here, she’d thought. 
 
    Toured an industrial facility, although the workers there had been sour-faced and not particularly thrilled to meet a senior officer of the Air Force that, she had to admit, had manifestly failed to protect them. 
 
    She’d paid Group Captain Thomas a visit and inspected his base; two squadrons of Vipers, two of Cobras and one of Freightlifters were flying out of here; she’d had a chat with some of the air and ground crews, explained directly to them what their mission over the next couple of weeks was going to be.  
 
    And – most triumphantly of all – she’d gotten assistance from the bearded, turban-wearing Gobind Sandhar – Lieutenant-Colonel, his rank had turned out to be – of the Khalsan Army. 
 
    His battalion were infantry, but Sandhar had lined up jeeps; a bunch of mechanics and machinists in Sand Harbor had found well-paid work bringing those jeeps up to something remotely resembling milspec, including arming them with machine-guns. They’d be third-rate cavalry compared to Raiders and Lancers, but they were mobile troops she wouldn’t have had otherwise. 
 
    “Air Marshal, normally we would be under Army command,” Sandhar had said. “But Army in this sector is a mess. Your Brigadier Congreve – is stressed, and he doesn’t seem to have full control of his units.” 
 
    That was correct. Jaeger had effectively bypassed him on getting the armored division home, on the simple threat to the units themselves that she controlled their supply and they’d only continue to get that supply if they kept moving west. The logistics battalions, too – the headquarters of the 310th Logistics Brigade had been decapitated, both commander and XO killed, last night – were cooperating with her, mostly because she had a cohesive plan for employing what was left of their semi-trailer and overland-train assets. 
 
    Brigadier Congreve was not happy. She couldn’t blame him, but his intent to use the armored battalions to attack east – was simply not within current supply-line capability. He wasn’t in touch with reality and she didn’t have time to entertain his delusions. Given projected losses, it was going to be enough of a bitch of a job getting those tanks home as it was. 
 
    Overview of today’s flight operations, mostly aimed at resupply. There’d been clashes, and two Vipers from the Alexio had been lost alongside one of the Freightlifters they’d been escorting. Other losses across the sector included three more Vipers from different squadrons, four Cobras – one wing, the other two spread apart – and another Freightlifter. Kills had been inflicted, though.  
 
    So far it seemed that the Zinj weren’t pushing; more and more it felt like the Djegounis and Rafsas had been caught a bit off guard by how hot things had gone. They had their own supply and readiness issues. Forward Recon elements had told her they were building bases further east, serious bases that would probably house their own AIs. Superheavy and kiloheavy armor coming up too, and more carriers.  
 
    This relief wouldn’t last. 
 
    Now, her Samurai landed on a pad at the 75th’s headquarters. A young female captain, one of Montiguez’ aides, came out to meet her. 
 
    “The colonel’s available, I hope.” 
 
    “He is, ma’am,” said the captain. “In fact, he and some – people – have been working on plans. Suggestions were made to him that he liked.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “He looks forward to making his proposal to you. Have you had dinner?” It was coming up on eight o’clock. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “The colonel is eating his. But the regimental officers’ mess kitchen is open; we can prepare something better for you if you prefer, ma’am.” 
 
    “I’ll go with whatever the colonel’s having.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Colonel Montiguez was at his desk reading reports on his flatscreen when the aide announced Jaeger. On the desk was a half-eaten field ration. 
 
    When they’d saluted and Jaeger had taken a seat, she eyed the cold field ration and raised an eyebrow. CU field food was better than it had been a generation ago, but that still wasn’t saying much. 
 
    “May I ask why?” 
 
    “My men in the field don’t eat better than this. I don’t get into the field as much as I’d like to; communications are poor, I can only do the occasional inspection.” The colonel sounded as though he’d like to ride along with his troopers daily; Jaeger empathized with that, from the years after she’d been promoted out of field operations to desk jobs in Union City. She still missed personally conducting covert operations sometimes, although it had been almost a decade since the last. 
 
    “So three days a week my staff and I share their hardship to the extent we can. It motivates us.” 
 
    Jaeger nodded. 
 
    “Have your aide bring me one. Air Force eats better and if I’m working with your people, I’ll share their hardships as well. Your aide mentioned you had a plan.” 
 
    Montiguez smiled. 
 
    “Yes. Thanks to some assistance I’ve been asked not to discuss, my staff and I have come up with something.” 
 
    Montiguez finished the main part of his field ration packet, then pushed it away.  
 
    “We can eat later. I’m enthusiastic about this and Operations is already drafting orders to the unit commanders.” 
 
    He hit a couple of buttons on his desk; a projector sprang up showing the western part of Eastern Watch, the area behind the Brodie Line. The Brodie Line tank camps and their intended paths home were highlit; so, as yellow dots, were the former locations of the Zinj laagers. 
 
    It was, she noticed, an Air Force map. Someone on her staff had given him this information.  
 
    Hmm. 
 
    “The enemy has been resupplying their laagers. It’s reasonable to think there are supply dumps at those forward locations. Steal them, bring them forwards a much shorter distance to the tank battalions. Starve the enemy…” 
 
    Jaeger nodded slowly. 
 
    “I like this idea.” It may have been the miracle she’d been hoping for, that she’d been betting the tanks’ existence would appear somewhere. Thank God for subordinates’ initiative. 
 
    Quietly she wondered which of her subordinates had gone behind her back and given Air Force data to Colonel Montiguez.  
 
    “It didn’t come from our staff. I was asked not to tell you the source, but I can’t claim the 75th as having credit for it. What I can tell you, Air Marshal, is that my staff and squadron commanders unanimously endorse it.” 
 
    Cav Recon endorsing the idea of being used offensively. Yeah, that was a shock. 
 
    “In turn, this allows us to wipe out the former laagers without directly engaging them. They’ll starve, die of thirst or throw themselves onto our guns. Soon, by the time this insane optempo has taken its toll on your forces, we’ll be able to drive overland trains to the tank battalions to get them the final leg of the way home.” 
 
    “I like this. And in return, Colonel, I have – not replacements for you, I’m sorry. But I’m going to talk with who I can to arrange that. The other sectors have been hit worse than us. Things are bad in Eastern Watch; they’re disastrous in Southern and Central. Tank camps have been annihilated and Zinj are advancing in full force toward the Meridian.” 
 
    “Jeez. Yeah, heard rumors. Think they’re going to cross the Line?” 
 
    “I think they’re going to try. Wouldn’t want to be a civilian in Torres or El Ablado right now, Colonel, I can tell you that. Nor Red Mesa. But I had some good news for you.” 
 
    “Does it involve Khalsans? Because my supply-chain people in Sand Harbor tell me that battalion’s been fitting up as armored cavalry.” 
 
    “Unarmored light cav recon. They’re infantrymen, but they’ve cross-trained. Lieutenant-Colonel Sandhar has agreed to put himself under my command. So long as you help with our overall plan, they’ll report directly to you. As a fifth ground battalion.” 
 
    Montiguez beamed. 
 
    “Nice. When do you think they’ll be operational?” 
 
    “The vehicle fittings are going to take time. They’re sweating to get a company – but a big company, their platoons are each going to be ten armed jeeps, you’re going to have a lot of light troops to play with – fitted up two days from now. I had been informed that more Khalsans were on the way, but given the situation in Southern Watch they’ve been redirected to Torres’ command.” 
 
    “Situation’s that bad, huh?” 
 
    “We got lucky,” said Jaeger. 
 
    Or rather, not lucky. Smart. If she hadn’t had the bad vibe she had, the realization she had, then all of Sector Command would have been decapitated and things would be the mess they were elsewhere. As it was, she and her staff had survived. They were patching together a rudimentary chain of command and an operations plan. 
 
    It would require a lot of luck, but with Montiguez’ cooperation – and the frankly brilliant plan that his staff wouldn’t claim responsibility for – it might just be possible to save the heavy armor. 
 
    Because Air Marshal Elisabeth Jaeger wanted to counterattack. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was a depressing sight, what was left of India Company’s officers and NCOs as they gathered in an Air Force mess hall for a briefing with the company commander. Newland sat at a table with Ojibwe, Miser and big dreadlocked Sergeant LeVay. Troop Two had taken a beating. 
 
    Four vehicles remained out of six. Silver Two had been destroyed, hit by Zinj cannon fire; Corporal Kreik and his crew were all dead. Bronze Two had taken bad damage and was going to be in the shop for a long while; Corporal Ritchie had been injured and was on his way home. His driver and his mantlet gunner had been hurt even worse, their survival in doubt for  a while. And TFC Coleman had been burned hard, was being treated at Sand Harbor Main. 
 
    And other troops had been hit even worse than that; Fourth Troop’s Lancers had put themselves in the way of heavy fire and paid a heavy price, four of their six vehicles destroyed and one of the survivors ripped up so heavily the mechanics would be working on it for weeks. 
 
    Newland sipped scorching-hot coffee and waited for Captain Bradford to address them. More work, another mission. 
 
    Well, he’d signed up for this shit. He’d do what they told him to, but nobody was going to pay him any more for being excited about it. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” said the company commander. “Orders have changed. You’re going to like what Colonel Montiguez has told us. First, we’re getting reinforcements. Replacements are on the way, but for now in a few days we’re going to have a company of Khalsans coming here to help out with long-range operations. 
 
    “Second, India Company is now being assigned long-range operations ourselves. Troop by troop, we are going to have objectives.” 
 
    Bradford outlined the overall plan. Newland had to say he liked it. No longer being tethered to cumbersome supply trains, operating independently out in the deep desert the way Cav was meant to? 
 
    This was the shit he’d signed up for. Long-range offensive operations, bringing the war to the enemy? 
 
    “Metal detectors will be issued, two to each troop. You’ll also be hauling empty trailers. Load up, people, and good hunting.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Second Troop had, with a third of its vehicles taken down, been reorganized into two sections rather than three. Gold One was Ojibwe as it had been before; Silver One was Miser as it had been before. LeVay was Silver Two as he had been before; Newland was now Gold Two, eating Ojibwe’s dust. 
 
    Well, he didn’t have to like it. What he liked was the mission. 
 
    “Here’s your detector,” the civilian storekeeper said. Apparently Bradford had simply sent a guy to the nearest general store in Cone, because out in this desert metal detectors were such common prospecting equipment that you could buy them next to taco shells and toilet paper, to pick up a dozen of the things for the company.  
 
    “Crude -grade. We can sell you far, far better ones if you’re seriously prospecting.” There was a grin on his face. 
 
    “Not for those kinds of goodies,” Newland told the man. He liked the people out here; that was another reason he’d re-upped, to protect these poor bastards from the Zinj. Now the war had gone hot they had to be going through pure hell. Even relative to the bad time they’d been having before. 
 
    “Yeah, I can guess. You know how to use it, or you need me to show you?” 
 
    “Should be able to figure it out from the instructions, right?” Because he had a vehicle to supervise the prep of. No longer a section for now, but they’d fix up Carnaghan’s Raider soon enough. Although Miser would probably be the first to get his full section up to scratch; Newland would be operating on his own for a bit.  
 
    Well, he’d done that before. 
 
    “Seriously, man.” The storekeeper extended a hand for Newland to shake. Newland gladly did, feeling good as the guy went on: “Thanks for being out here. Hopefully now those fucked-up rules of engagement are gone you can really protect our guys.” 
 
    “That’s the hope. And the intent.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It had taken a couple of hours to prep the vehicles for a long-range trip. Even with trailers – civspec, bought on the local market, but Newland had to admit that the miners out here were a tough bunch and if it passed muster for them, it’d probably work for Cav purposes – the insides of the Raiders were crowded. 
 
    The exterior and roof carrying racks were loaded to the hilt with jerry-cans of gasoline. There weren’t going to be any supply convoys they could mooch off, this time around. Benefits to running alone included that you didn’t have to worry about riding herd on un-cooperative transports; downsides included being on your own. 
 
    Fuck that. Cav was ready for that. Anyone who’d earned his spurs, and nobody in long-deployed India Company hadn’t completed his spur ride a long time ago, could deal with extended field operations. They were finally fighting back! 
 
    The interior of the Raider, both spare seats, were loaded with water and food, hydration gear and spare parts for what was most likely to break. They were ready. 
 
    Captain Bradford and First Willis came walking down now, inspecting the troop. Tires, supplies, Willis going skeptically over the loads. 
 
    “You did OK, Newland,” Willis said. High praise from him. 
 
    “Decent job, Ojibwe,” said Bradford. “You’re ready. Go on your command. You haul ass during what’s left of the night, bunk down under your camo nets during the day. Don’t want them to know you’re coming.” 
 
    “Got it, sir,” said Ojibwe. That had all been clearly explained at the briefings, anyway. 
 
    “Pile in, men,” Ojibwe told the four vehicles left of the troop. “We’re heading out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “God damn,” said O’Connor, tired as he staggered down into the Skulls’ ready room. Someone had placed a table of burritos and cold drinks there; he helped himself to a burrito and a bottle of PowerLemon. 
 
    “Three more vehicle scratches for the Dark Lady,” said Castle. 
 
    Mordar said nothing but grinned. 
 
    “And a shape for Shaker,” the wing leader said. 
 
    “Maybe. Don’t know if he actually went down,” said Jamison. 
 
    The Murads had engaged at distance, missile range only, over the resupply point for armored battalion 1/97. Three of them against C Flight; there’d been an exchange of missiles before the Murads – probably Murads, possibly Djinn, but Djinn didn’t have the speed the blips on the radar had shown – had withdrawn. 
 
    The Freightlifters they’d been escorting had unloaded their blivets of fuel and packets of ammo, made it safely back before the Murads had come back with friends. Another inconclusive running fight, the third mission of the day. Killer optempo; everyone was getting seriously tired. And on the way back they’d spotted vehicles that had turned out to be another Zinj supply run. Nice target of opportunity that they’d shot up.  
 
    Now, Sub-Commander Brusil, with a bottle of cola in her hand, sat down at C Flight’s table. 
 
    “Skipper and I have been talking,” she said. “Normally it takes longer, but we’ve seen more action in the last few days than we’d have had in a month prior.” 
 
    “Meat seems to have proven himself,” Hauraki agreed, coming over. 
 
    Really? thought O’Connor, and tried to stifle a grin. 
 
    “Time to name names?” asked ‘Junkie’ Gamache as the other pilots of the squadron gathered.  
 
    Hauraki raised his voice. 
 
    “Eight vehicle scratches, one air to air kill, about forty-five hours of flying time over eleven missions. Anyone here disagree that Meat’s proven himself?” 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    “I propose Goat,” Jamison said. “From how he likes to chase them. Even had a proposal about herding them into the paths of our mighty tanks as a food supply!” 
 
    There were a few laughs. 
 
    Ensign June ‘Mouse’ Cranston, a small woman, shook her head. 
 
    “Already got a Goat,” she said. “Jeremy Smythe, out in the 33rd. They fly from the Avaya.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” a couple of people said. 
 
    “Yeah, that one’s taken,” said Cranston’s flight leader, Mark ‘Ironrod’ Black. 
 
    “How about Cowboy?” O’Connor suggested. 
 
    There were a few laughs. Brusil shook her head. 
 
    “Nice try, kid.” 
 
    “He likes to chase them,” said Mordar. “What about Chaser?” 
 
     “Chaser.” Hauraki seemed to mull the callsign aloud. “Opinions?” 
 
    There was a chorus of ayes from A and C Flights, the guys he’d mostly flown with. 
 
    “I like it,” said Gamache. Others made similar noises. 
 
    “Very well. 28th Squadron, who here agrees that Fresh Meat O’Connor should now be called Chaser O’Connor?” 
 
    There was a resounding chorus of ayes. 
 
     “You’ve earned a name, kid,” said Mordar. 
 
    Chaser. Could be far worse, thought O’Connor.  
 
    Mostly just thrilled that he’d been deemed acceptable. He thought he still had to prove himself, but now he was in… he could do that. 
 
    “Chaser O’Connor,” he said, getting to his feet. He didn’t have a drink in his hand but he tiredly raised his burrito. 
 
    “I’ll take that callsign. Commander, sir.” 
 
    Commander Hauraki had neither a drink or a burrito in his hand; instead he returned the food-raising gesture with the intent it had been given; he saluted O’Connor. 
 
    So did the other three wing leaders; Brusil, Mordar and Black. 
 
    “You’d have it anyway, kid,” said Hauraki. 
 
    “Glad you like me,” O’Connor said. 
 
    “Be happy.” Icefish Hauraki raised his voice to address the squadron in full. “Eat drink and be merry, people. Mechanical circumstances have bought us a short rest, but we fly again in eight and a half hours. Supply run to 2/96. Get some sleep and get used to this optempo; it’s going to be this intense for as long as it takes to get the tanks home.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    2% fuel, read the indicator on the Graf’s dashboard. Data streams from the two remaining Grafs in Thurber’s battalion showed comparable levels, and that had been after Number Two had been crippled and its fusion bars redistributed. 
 
    “Coming up on the drop site, sir,” reported Major Hing. 
 
    It had been five days of hard running west, constantly harried by Zinj. Vehicles had been destroyed, including one of Thurber’s precious Grafs; others had been crippled, without the time or the spare parts to be repaired. They’d been cannibalized for spare parts and blown up so the Zinj wouldn’t get them. 
 
    From the air there’d been strafing and bombing. Never enough surface-to-air missiles and while the Air Force was trying to help, they simply didn’t have the available fighters to fly constant protective cover over the battalions. 
 
    “Sir,” said a signalman. “Captain Merza reports the supply drop secure. Planes coming in.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Carefully, Ballard lowered his wheels and brought the Freightlifter down on the reflector-marked landing path. This was hard saltpan where you could land a plane; nothing for miles around but hot, hard rock. The area had been secured by an armored company that had gone ahead of its battalion; lines of fire were clear enough here that the Zinj harassment was backing off. There was nothing for miles that they could use as cover. 
 
    “In. On the ground,” Ballard said. “Carol, go in.” 
 
    He was in charge of this three-plane flight, since Captain Browning and his Freightlifter had been shot down three days ago. The cargo planes were taking losses; damage from the fighting in the air, wearing out. Spare parts and fuel were getting to be a problem. Ground crews working their asses off, but not enough. Not enough of anything. 
 
    Except the Zinj. Too damn many Zinj. 
 
    “Captain Merza, we are on the ground.” 
 
    The second and then the third cargo planes landed. In back, Flight Sergeant Josephs lowered the ramp. Men from the battalion’s engineering platoon ran up, started pushing pallets and blivets out of the plane. 
 
    This was the first time Ballard had landed in arguably hostile territory. He didn’t have the fuel to keep his engines running, but this did seem relatively secure. They’d be on the ground for about half an hour. 
 
    Above them flew a pair of Vipers and a pair of Cobras. There were Zinj around in the jagged line of mountainous rock formations ten or twelve miles away, but they weren’t coming any closer than that; the nine Junker tanks of this company had blown away a technical that hadn’t made it to the cover fast enough. 
 
    “I’m going to take a walk,” Ballard told Murkowski. “Stay ready. Comm me if you need anything.” 
 
    Murkowski was hydrating himself, sipping from a bottle of ElectroYellow; wise man. To save juice, they’d shut down the cockpit’s climate-control functions as well. 
 
    He walked through the packed-full rear of the Freightlifter, edging his way between fuel blivets, water blivets, ammo crates, a big pallet loaded with field ration packs. At the tail end, Flight Sergeant Josephs was directing a group of exhausted-looking Army people. The loadmaster nodded to Ballard. 
 
    “Going to take a walk, Captain?” 
 
    “While I’m down, yeah.” 
 
    The ground was white and cracked, parched rock, and he felt its heat coming up through the soles of his boots. Nearby was a Junker tank, the crew warily looking outwards. The commander was smoking a cigarette. 
 
    “Thanks for getting us out, sir,” came a corporal, a small woman. Like the soldiers unloading his plane, she looked beaten-up and exhausted. “Seriously, sir. Thank you. Although I feel bad leaving the rest of the battalion behind.” 
 
    “They’ll make it, Corporal,” said Ballard. “And you’ll have work to do in Barbiero preparing for them.” 
 
    Explosion. 
 
    Ballard hit the deck and turned to see where it had come from. A couple of hundred yards away. 
 
    “Shit. Artillery,” said the corporal flatly. She was on the ground herself. “They got another field piece.” 
 
    A second explosion hit not far from the first, close enough that if it had been fragmentation – not that Ballard was an expert, but these looked like high explosives instead – that it might have done real damage to Lieutenant Carol’s plane. 
 
    “Two field pieces,” the corporal remarked. There was no expression in her voice. 
 
    “We have air cover,” Ballard remarked, as the pair of Cobras headed toward the rock formations. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Nothing so vulnerable as Freightlifters on the ground,” Lieutenant diStefano remarked, the rocky hardpan passing by under his Cobra at four hundred and fifty miles per hour. 
 
    “Nothing so dangerous as Cobras in the air,” his wingman Lieutenant Nicolaides shot back. 
 
    “Damn straight, kehd. Let’s teach them not to mess with anyone we’re protecting. Weapons live?” 
 
    “Weapons live.” 
 
    “So where the hell are they?” diStefano asked. 
 
    The rock formation, essentially a bunch of low jagged hills a couple of square miles in area that had been thrust up by maybe-recent seismic activity, wasn’t completely bare; shrubs and jagged grass clung to some of the rocks. 
 
    One of the guns fired again. Its muzzle-flash caught diStefano’s eye and he banked right, arming a high-explosive Dropfire. 
 
    God damn it. The artillery pieces – he could spot them both now – were in a V-shaped ravine, well protected. And— 
 
    Radar lock. Threat indicator lit up. Missile incoming! 
 
    diStefano popped a flare, turned away. 
 
    A moment later Nicolaides peppered the area it had come from with cannon, then swept in and released a hundred-pound Dropfire. 
 
    “Going to go in low and slow to get those damn guns,” diStefano said, angling his plane along the length of the crevasse two hundred feet below. 
 
    One of the Zinj in the crevasse opened up with a machine-gun from the back of a technical. There were a couple of vehicles down there, two technicals and a jeep, along with the towed artillery. 
 
    diStefano hit the throttle just a little bit forwards, set his targeting reticule on the nearer of the artillery pieces— 
 
    Released it. 
 
    BOOM. The two hundred and fifty pound bomb slammed dead center into the group of Zinj vehicles and went up in a mighty explosion that brought the sides of the crevasse tumbling down in that area. Secondary explosions followed under the rubble as some of the artillery pieces’ ammunition went up. 
 
    “Fuck you. Fuck you. Think you can mess with anyone we’re looking after?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Under the direction of Flight Sergeant Josephs and the other loadmasters, the Army crews tied their vehicles down to the beds of the Freightlifters, heavy chains going around their axles and pulled tight.  
 
    There wasn’t room to get all the support vehicles out, or any need to; Ensign Auerbach and a few of his men from the engineering platoon were going to be staying with their battalion all the way home, for preparing drop zones. His vehicles were staying there; so were three of the supply trucks, there being no anticipated need for more than that. 
 
    Other than that, everyone not actually assigned to a functional tank was getting out. That much less food, fuel and water would be needed going forwards. That included the battalion headquarters sections – intelligence, operations, most supply and personnel. There weren’t going to be any more field kitchens, and 2/97’s purpose, like the other armored battalions, had been directed from Sand Harbor. On-site staff people were just dead weight. 
 
    One sole purpose, Ballard thought as he and Murkowski went through final checklists. The plane was loaded down heavily, but they had miles and miles of space for the takeoff. He wasn’t worried. And none of the shells the Zinj had fired had landed close enough to hurt the Freightlifters. 
 
    One purpose: Get the tanks home. Make it back to Barbiero so they could rearm and fight again. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Second Troop had had a long drive, two and a half nights of steering by night-vision goggles, pushing their four vehicles along the planned route. It hadn’t all been flat; there had been hills and dunes to go over, all the harder at night and with the flatbed trailers bumping behind their vehicles. 
 
    During the day they’d halted, because there were Zinj cavalry roaming around here in battalion and greater strength. Four Raiders would be dogmeat against that kind of a force, so the important thing was to stay hidden. The dust thrown up by their wheels was inevitable, but it was what gave you away in the endless empty desert and it was a lot harder to spot when you were driving by night. 
 
    So they’d halted and hidden, digging in a bit and pulling camouflage nets over the vehicles. The sixteen remaining men of the troop had slept outside under the nets; uncomfortable, but sleeping in a moving vehicle was far worse. They were Cav; they’d sucked it up. 
 
    Now, at about four in the morning, they neared their objective. Recon and maps said it was in the dunes they were approaching, a couple of miles away. Laager number Twenty-Four, last known location. The vehicles had mostly pulled out, but command said there were tents left. 
 
    Using a shrouded hand-sign – radio silence had been another rule – Ojibwe halted the troop. Newland got out, cold in the dark desert night. Tens of thousands of feet above them, moving clouds occluded even the stars. Sand and rocks crunched under his boots as he headed to the front of the column. 
 
    “This place was overflown by one of our aircraft, high, today. Viper with a surveillance package on one of the hard points,” said Lieutenant Ojibwe. “Report was radioed to us. People there, but not many of them. The question is whether we do a close-in reconnaissance or just hit them.” 
 
    That recon would have to be on foot, walking four or five miles, because sound carried at night. Didn’t want to warn the Zinj, who might well outnumber them. 
 
    “I have an opinion, but I want to hear yours first. LeVay?” 
 
    “Hit `em, mon.”  
 
    “Newland?” 
 
    “I say we do it.” 
 
    “Troop Sergeant?” 
 
    “Something to be said for caution, but we’ve only got so much darkness left. Hour walk each way to where we can get that close-up recon. By the time we’re back it’ll be dawn.” 
 
    Zinj tended to be early risers. 
 
    “Good, and agreed. OK, ditch the trailers and let’s go in. Remember the orders: hit them, kill anyone there but do not, repeat, do not fire at supplies of any kind. This isn’t just an assault.” 
 
    Lieutenant Ojibwe grinned: 
 
    “This is an armed robbery!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    This was one of the kinds of operations Cav Recon had been designed for, and there was a grin on Newland’s face as he stood in Gold Two’s mantlet behind the machine-gun. Barocce was driving, probably grinning himself; Wagner and Reiss were in back, ready to dismount and fight on the ground as support.  
 
    The two prospective dismounts were armed to the teeth; in addition to the SI-7 carbines slung across their chests and whatever personal sidearms they might have had, Reiss had a forty-millimeter revolving grenade launcher and Wagner his .55 anti-materiel gun. Both men had night-vision goggles strapped to their helmets. 
 
    “Ready to go in?” Ojibwe broke radio silence with a burst transmission. 
 
    “Affirmative,” said LeVay. 
 
    “Affirmative,” said Miser. 
 
    “Affirmative,” said Newland. 
 
    Ojibwe gunned his engine. 
 
    The Raiders sped over the rocky sand, bumping and jouncing as they spread out into an even line, Miser and Ojibwe in the center with the lieutenant’s vehicle leading slightly. On the right side, Newland watched the ground bounce past at thirty-five, forty, fifty miles per hour through his own night-vision goggles. 
 
    Up the hills, Barocce moving diagonally; over a small crevasse that bumped the Raiders hard. Newland was used to it; tense and excited, he didn’t give a damn about any discomfort. 
 
    Down a sandy hill, the Raider’s thick tires gripping the sand and crunching shrubs underneath. Up the hill that would overlook the laager, where if they had any sense the Zinj would have a sentry posted, but Newland’s night-vision wasn’t showing anything. He switched from low-light to thermal, ready to open fire; nothing. 
 
    Idiots. Well, they were going to pay for that mistake. 
 
    Silver Section, Miser and LeVay, turned as they reached the crest of the hill, moving along before they dropped their dismounts. Reiss and Wagner piled out now, going for positions overlooking the Zinj laager and setting up their weapons. 
 
    “In position,” said Miser. Still behind the crest of the hill, hidden from the Zinj, a hundred yards from Gold. But they could hear them; cries, someone ringing a bell. The engine noises had given them warning. 
 
    Not enough, Newland thought, un-safetying the machine gun. 
 
    “Then go!” came Ojibwe. His driver gunned it over the crest; so did Barocce. 
 
    Below them, nestled at a low point in the hills around what was likely a water source, sprawled the Zinj laager. Most of the vehicles were gone, but there were still twenty or so large tents, each big enough to put a vehicle in, spaced widely and irregularly with four large prefabricated structures near the center. Someone waved a heavy flashlight around; guttural voices called out challenges to the Raiders as they raced down the hill. Men ran around, going for weapons. 
 
    Newland opened fire on the guy with the flashlight, figuring him for an officer. The fifty-caliber gun chattered hard. 
 
    From behind came whoomph whoomph whoomph from Wagner’s grenade launcher. Explosions lit up the night, ripped apart tents. 
 
    Miser and LeVay were circling around the edge of the encampment, firing into it. Men fell. 
 
    “Go straight through,” said Ojibwe unnecessarily. They’d discussed the plan. 
 
    Someone clambered onto a technical, began turning its gun around. Ojibwe, riding mantlet on his own Raider, emptied a long burst of fire into that technical, cutting the man down. 
 
    And then they were among the tents. A man in a loincloth holding a pair of grenades high ran in front of them, shouting something; Barocce swerved the Raider straight into him, ran him down with a crunch. One of the grenades exploded behind them harmlessly a moment later. 
 
    Newland opened up again on a cluster of Zinj coming out of a tent in the center, as Barocce drove down a line between tents, swerving. The hood of the Raider caught a tent pole and yanked it loose, then two more; wind yanked that tent into the air.  
 
    A jeep started up, headlights going on for a moment. One of the Silver vehicles opened up on it, and then an anti-materiel round from one of the dismounts on the hilltop shut its engine down permanently. 
 
    Someone fired a rocket-propelled grenade that went nowhere near any of the vehicles, slamming instead into another tent and detonating inside it. The tent began to burn, and the fiery backblast from the rocket-propelled grenade had given away its man’s location. Newland turned and sent a burst of chattering fifty-caliber gunfire into the bastard. 
 
    Then they were through and on the other side of the empty camp. Some tents were burning, others ripped apart by ramming or blasts. Barocce wheeled the Raider round and Newland crouched behind the mantlet of his gun, goggles set to thermal imaging looking for anything that moved.  
 
    One shape, crouching along near the prefabs at the center; Ojibwe saw him at about the same time Newland did, and both men opened up. The shape crumpled. 
 
    And that seemed to be it, unless one or two of them were playing possum. Which was entirely likely. 
 
    “Dismounts,” Ojibwe said, “come down. LeVay, you’re on overwatch. Miser, get back to where we dumped the trailers and pick them up; you can road-train them just fine for five miles. Newland, Barocce, come in with me and let’s see if we can find anything.” 
 
    Newland got down from the gun mantlet, taking his own SI-7 rifle. It was a short-barreled carbine with a multitype scope and a thirty-five-round banana-clip magazine; clipped to the gun sling were a bunch more magazines. He put the sling over his shoulder, un-safetied the rifle and chambered a round as he got out; Barocce did the same. 
 
    Still looking through his night-vision goggles on thermal, ready for any threat because they couldn’t have killed all the Zinj here in just one pass, right?, Newland joined Ojibwe and his driver, Corporal Keith Hedger. All four men had their weapons ready, moved cautiously and carefully through the tents toward the prefabs. 
 
    Sudden gunfire. LeVay’s fifty. 
 
    “Got him,” LeVay said through the headset. “One of them decided to stop playing possum. I got you guys covered, LT.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ojibwe. 
 
    “Let’s check out what’s in these tents, maybe?” Barocce suggested as they passed the entrance flaps to one. 
 
    “Cover me,” Newland told him, and pushed through the flaps. 
 
    Newland wasn’t sure what he’d expected – luxurious living quarters? – but the tent was functionally empty. There were a dozen or so sleeping mats, piles of messy blankets, nothing more. 
 
    “I got a lighter,” said Hedger. “Could burn this mother.” 
 
    “Hedge, we’ve all got lighters,” said Newland. 
 
    “Stay focused, guys,” Ojibwe told them. “Come on, let’s see what’s in the prefabs. Cover my ass, Rock and Newland. Hedge, come with.” 
 
    “Yessir,” they said. 
 
    The first of the prefabs was coming up; it was a building made of tough construction-plastic sheets fitted together around what was probably a metal framework. About ten feet high, thirty or so feet around. The cavalrymen, their carbines raised and ready, moved over to the double entrance-way; the building sat on more plastic sheeting. 
 
    One of the double doors was open; a dying Zinj lay just outside of it. When he saw the four men coming, a beatific smile lit up on his bearded face— 
 
    “Step back!” Ojibwe yelled. Newland and Barocce opened up on the Zinj, riddling him with bullets before he could do anything. 
 
    “We really want to go near? Could have an unpinned grenade,” said Hedger. 
 
    “Point. Let’s see if there’s a back entrance.” Ojibwe gestured to the left. 
 
    Carefully, crouching with rifles raised to their shoulders, the four men headed around the side, passing a couple of windows. It turned out there was a back entrance, a closed roller-door for vehicles. Ojibwe let his rifle drop on its sling, bent down and gave the handle a pull; the roller-door slowly, its roller jammed a bit by sand, moved upwards. 
 
    There were flashlights on the rifles; now the four men turned them on, shining them into the building through the half-open roller-door. 
 
    “Ho-ly shee-it,” Barocce whistled. 
 
    Inside were jerry-cans, hundreds of stacked jerry-cans. 
 
    Ojibwe’s face lit up. Newland, too, was grinning. This was exactly what they’d been hoping for. 
 
    “Rock, Hedge, cover our backs. Newland, want to see what else they got in this little warehouse?” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” said Newland. Barocce and Hedger took up positions guarding the outside of the door. 
 
    Carefully, cautiously, Newland and Ojibwe crept through the building, rifles ready against their shoulders. 
 
    “Looks like minerals here,” Newland tapped a heavy-seeming plastic crate. “Could be worth something. Could be worth a lot.” 
 
    “Tanks don’t need those. But we should get them out of here and bury ‘em for later recovery. Deny them to the Zinj, at least.” 
 
    Ojibwe checked one of the jerry-cans, picking it up. 
 
    “Full,” he said. “Sweet.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    One of the four prefabs had bunks and a couple of offices; looked to be officers’ quarters. There were papers in folders, Zinj script, on a desk in one office, but no electronics beyond the communications aerial rising twenty feet above the roof. The other two buildings held stocks of food, mostly couscous and dried meat, of ammunition and some spare parts, and jerry-cans that contained water rather than gasoline. 
 
    Soon Miser returned, and there were a few minutes’ work connecting the trailers. None of the remaining Zinj vehicles were functional; there’d been four in the camp, but all had been shot up during the attack. That wasn’t particularly good news, since they’d hoped to use the bastards’ own vehicles to haul the supplies away, but they’d brought the trailers along for a reason. 
 
    Trailers, bungee cords and cargo nets. With LeVay remaining on overwatch, the other fourteen men got to work loading those trailers up to capacity, piling them high with jerry-cans and rice. The boxes of ore dust, stolen from rigs the Zinj had raided, they also took. 
 
    When all four trailers were thoroughly fixed up, and the Raiders themselves filled to capacity with boxes of food and jerry-cans of water, Ojibwe looked around. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve got all we can carry.” 
 
    “Driving is going to be a bitch with all that weight,” Barocce observed. 
 
    “Deal with it. The last of that gasoline?” 
 
    “We get to finally burn something?” Hedger asked. 
 
    Ojibwe took a gas can they hadn’t been able to fit and began emptying it into the prefab containing ammunition. Zinj used different calibers to the CU, so none of that was of use. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” said Hedger and took his own can.  
 
    The others followed, dousing the prefabs and swishing gasoline across the fabric of the two dozen tents. Ojibwe led the way by pouring trails of gasoline through the mess he’d made in the prefabs. With the other men – all but Newland and Miser – in the vehicles, with the engines running, he pulled a cigarette lighter and touched it to the nearest tent, which – helped by gasoline – went up ferociously. Then he fired a flare gun into the building. 
 
    Which began to burn even more ferociously. Newland touched his lighter to another tent; Miser followed.  
 
    “All right. Let’s get the hell out of here,” Ojibwe shouted, as what had been the Zinj laager burned. “It’s a long damn way to the tank battalion and we’ll want to be in cover by night.” 
 
    Behind them, Zinj ammunition went up. One less resupply source for the Zinj cav; that much more supplies for the tank battalions. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Flying Officer Second-Class Mabruk Idris was tired, hungry and very, very thirsty. Good news that the battalion he was riding with was finally headed back for resupply. 
 
    The prisoner, that damned CU pilot, had managed to kill the battalion-colonel – or rather, cause the men firing on him to catch the colonel in their crossfire. His strangling attempts hadn’t done anything except get people shooting. 
 
    After that, the battalion’s three majors had spent almost an hour arguing about family lineage and personal deeds, all of them wanting acting command. Eventually the senior battalion mullah, Mullah Sanjani, had closed his eyes, prayed and then pointed to Major Qarish, a tall man with an oiled beard and moustache. 
 
    “It is Allah’s will that Qarish lead the battalion until a new colonel can be appointed,” the mullah had said firmly. 
 
    Getting the four recovered pilots – Idris, Flying Officer Third-Class Suleiman, Major Muhammed and the lost-his-right-forearm Squadron-Colonel Hafiz – back to safety had not been a priority. They’d lost their planes; even experienced pilots were no good without planes. Their survival had been reported and if the Djegouni clan wanted to send a recovery aircraft, it could. So far it looked like nobody could be bothered. 
 
    Hafiz had angrily demanded Major Qarish detach a pair of jeeps to drive them back, although it was more than four hundred miles to the forward airbase they’d launched from. Qarish had spat on the ground and gestured at the thirty or so vehicles he had left. 
 
    “See this? Used to be a battalion. Used to have seventy. I can’t spare you one jeep, let alone two,” he’d snarled to the maimed former squadron commander. 
 
    Instead they’d split up and gone looking for CU convoys. None. It had been suggested that they muster with another battalion and go for the forward airbase a couple of hundred miles west, the one the infidels called Cone Hill. But some intelligence said there might have been a platoon of CU tanks there, and Major Qarish had decided firmly that they were not going to risk what was left of the battalion against a possibly-very-hard target. 
 
    Eventually, with just enough fuel and water to make it back to the laager for resupply, the battalion had turned around. And now, as they crested the hill— 
 
    What had been the laager was a burned-out ruin. Prefabricated buildings in the center had been thoroughly destroyed, the tents burned. There was nothing left of the supply sheds but flickering flames where the gasoline had been. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” said Idris. 
 
    “Really should have had more than twenty men here standing watch,” the jeep driver observed. “Looks like this just happened last night. Bet you none of them were even awake.” 
 
    “The CU aren’t supposed to be able to do this,” said Major Qarish, as the officers gathered around the front of the convoy. 
 
    “It looks as though the CU did,” said Mullah Sanjani. “Maybe their rules of engagement have changed slightly. What’s your plan now?” 
 
    “We – we’ll need to meet an incoming supply convoy.” 
 
    Those had taken to driving at night, because the CU had over the last few days gotten very aggressive about them. Driving at night with shrouded lights and heat-insulating pads over the engines to make thermal detection harder.  
 
    But a supply convoy – just one would be barely enough to fuel half the battalion, if they were lucky and it was a big convoy. Pretty much all the vehicles were running on fumes at this point. Several convoys would have to be routed in, not just with fuel but with water. 
 
    “Shit,” the acting battalion commander said calmly. 
 
    For good reason. It looked like this battalion was going to have a hard enough time just existing. Threatening CU supply lines? They weren’t going to be fit to threaten anything anytime soon. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    “So in conclusion,” Vice-Marshal Tangetti briefed Jaeger and the rest of the air sector command staff, “thanks to Colonel Montiguez, his plan and his troops, we’re getting supplies to the tanks and getting the tanks home. Attacking Zinj supply has effectively neutralized their threatening elements – so far as we can tell, they’re running home. Some supplies are getting through, but they’re definitely suffering.  
 
    “And looting Zinj supply, delivering it to the tank units or placing it in caches along their routes? Is almost making up for attrition of vehicles and aircraft, which is happening at a faster than projected rate. But it looks like what’s left of 2/98 will be making contact with the Alexio later today. The other battalions, or what’s left of them, will be getting home over the next week or so. 
 
    “It’s been a bad eight days, Air Marshal, but we’ve made it a rough time for the Zinj as well. The other sectors have it worse so we can’t expect reinforcement soon – but our force preservation effort does seem to be working.” 
 
    “Very good. Holt, give us our kill/loss report.” 
 
    “The Zinj have been suffering. Most of the laager units have been wiped out; they’re on the defensive now, because they know they have to keep significant forces at their supply bases to protect them from cavalry raids. It’s been three days since we’ve seen Zinj supply runs going through the day; they’re going through the night and we’ve been killing them at night, but when we can’t see the dust thrown up, they are harder to spot. 
 
    “Our own losses have – happened. In the air, we’ve faced an increasing number just due to exhaustion and burnout. Since the retreat started eight days ago, we’ve lost thirty-one Vipers across the sector, twenty-two Cobras and nine Freightlifters, as well as six Samurai and fourteen assorted other aircraft. But” – and there was a tone of exhausted triumph in her XO’s voice – “Zinj aircraft losses have been approximately twice that.” 
 
    “Very good,” said Jaeger, meaning it. “Jenkins, tell me what they’re going to do next.” 
 
    She had her own strong opinions on that, but she couldn’t go through all the data Jenkins’ analysts had. Delegating intelligence, the field she’d come up through, was the hardest thing for her to do. 
 
    “I think they’re going to consolidate and attack. Berets and Forward Recon tell us they’re moving carriers forwards, building forward air bases, consolidating their supply lines. They’re taking rock islands and water sources, building them up. Their ground forces have already attacked well west of Barbiero and Sand Harbor, and I think we can realistically expect a concerted attack aimed at taking one of those places within the month. Or taking and investing rock-islands near there, from which they’ll be able to bomb the cities. Or bomb Sand Harbor.” 
 
    Pretty much what she’d thought. Jenkins was abrasive, but he was damn good at his job. 
 
    Really damn good, if the suspicion she was fairly certain of was true. And a better patriot than most. 
 
    “Cruz, how are we overall?” 
 
    “Bad,” the sector supply officer answered flatly. “The resupply effort and the strain of it have emptied our stockpiles. We can get the tanks home; we can’t re-arm them and we’re not in any shape for offensive operations. I’ve been pleading with Union City to send more our way, but we just don’t have the pipeline capacity. Thank God the Khalsans and the Anglians” – two much-appreciated squadrons of Anglian Spitfire fighters had arrived in-sector two days ago – “are largely taking care of themselves, or at least pulling their own weight. 
 
    “But we’re strained. Our mechanics and ground crews are running on determination and amphetamines. Our warehouses are running on fumes. We’ve got the gas and the ammo, although not enough, but engines and airframes are wearing out hard. We can’t replace; we’re kludging. The Confederated Union has the finest ground crews in the known civilized universe, but ma’am? They have limits and we’re redlining them.” 
 
    “A monumental effort,” said Jaeger. “And thank you for speaking bluntly.” 
 
    Tangetti had been giving Cruz nasty looks; her operations officer seemed to be of the opinion that commanders should be told only what they apparently wanted to hear. Tangetti and Jenkins had been crossing swords a lot too, although from Jenkins’ record that hadn’t exactly been uncommon in his career. 
 
    “And, we’re done. I’m going to take a trip to the Alexio to welcome 2/98 home personally. Thank you all for some excellent work.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Outside the briefing room, she had the ambush she’d been expecting for days. 
 
    “You are not in command of my armor!” Brigadier-General Congreve shouted at her without preamble. “You are not in command of my motherfucking armor, do you understand that you one-eyed spook bitch?” 
 
    Congreve was a short – she had easily an inch and a half on him – barrel-chested man with thick grey hair, in his early fifties. He’d been provisionally appointed sector commander for ground due to being the sole surviving Army flag officer in the sector, and he’d moved his consolidated HQ from Harlan City to Sand Harbor two days ago. 
 
    She’d been expecting – actively dodging – this confrontation since then. Which had probably just heated the brigadier up, but she was not prepared to take that kind of disrespect. 
 
    “One-eyed spook bitch ma’am,” Jaeger snapped, drawing herself up. “You forgot the ma’am and you forgot the salute. Call yourself a soldier? To attention, Brigadier!” 
 
    Congreve seethed and mouthed something at her. 
 
    “Brigadier, you are out of line and you are not speaking appropriately to a superior officer. Look at your shoulders and tell me how many stars you have on them, Brigadier.” 
 
    “Jaeger—” 
 
    “Look at your shoulders and tell me your pay grade. And then tell me mine!” 
 
    “O-7, but—” 
 
    “I’m an O-8. That means you speak with respect, it means you address me as ‘ma’am’ and it means you do not insult me the way you have. I am of half a mind right now to write you up for verbal battery upon a superior officer and I am going to be having words with General Raymond about your deportment and the level of respect you seem to feel you owe the military, the Joint Staff and your superior officers!” 
 
    “Ma’am.” Congreve spat the word out. “I didn’t come here to discuss those things, I came here to discuss – to inform you – that while you may outrank me they are my tanks. And they are not being used in accordance with my wishes. That fucking traitor Montiguez co-operating with you! And you stole my Khalsans! Ma’am!” 
 
    “I’ve kept your armored formations intact, Congreve. In the other sectors they’re being annihilated. Haven’t you been following the news?” 
 
    Eastern Watch, with its relatively orderly airlift and retreat, hadn’t made much news. Not compared to the 91st Armored’s last stand on Ganff Rock in Southern Watch, the footage of that regiment’s Grafs, Freiherrs, Ritters and Junkers being annihilated by Zinj.  
 
    Colonel Mays and his men had fought bravely – but they had been encircled, their command decapitated, cut off from supply, and bombed to pieces before Zinj armor moved in for the final execution blows. 90th Armor had fared almost as badly, although they hadn’t died as dramatically – chewed to annihilation in a running fight. 
 
    That had been one of a few incidents in this disaster of a burgeoning war. Jaeger was starting to worry hard about her southern flank. Central Watch had been bad too, although nothing as dramatically disastrous. And the shit going on in North Equatorial, which had been unified in command under one Air Vice-Admiral Gospodin… that disaster had caused Gospodin to be relieved amidst speculation of possible court-martials for treason by way of incompetence. 
 
    “I’ve been following my sector,” said Congreve. “Following but not acting, thanks to you, ma’am!” 
 
    “Oh, they’re still your tanks,” said Jaeger, although once they were in shape to fight again, she needed to figure out a way to keep that from being the case. He’d only misuse them stupidly.  
 
    Congreve wasn’t competent so far as she was concerned, and until Joint Staff could assign an Army commander willing to work with her, Eastern Watch was her sector. By whatever leverage she could muster. The fact that the allied reinforcements seemed to view her as the overall sector commander? That helped too. 
 
    She’d spent her career around spies, smugglers, organized criminals, politicians and other shady dealers. She was used to playing leverage games. Never thought she’d apply it to a sector command, of course. Although also, of course, until a few weeks ago she’d never really expected to get a sector command. Those jobs went to the fighter and bomber jocks, not the spooks. 
 
    “Then give them back to me! Let me fight them!” 
 
    “Congreve, have you read the logistics reports? They’re barely staggering home. They’re barely able to fend off the Zinj harassment and attempts to block them. Offensive operations – and against what, half-built Zinj forward bases? Empty laagers? – are out of the question, even against half-built bases and laagers.” 
 
    “Of course I haven’t read your excuses,” Congreve growled. “Why would I? I want my tanks back.” 
 
    “As I told you, you can have them back. Any unit that wishes me to cease resupply has only to start obeying your orders. From my understanding the battalion commanders aren’t cooperating with that; they like their fuel, their ammo and their food. And now, Brigadier, I have a flight to catch.” 
 
    Congreve knew about 2/98’s impending return, or at least her staff had let his staff know and Major Lofthouse, the battalion’s acting commander, had almost certainly communicated up his own proper chain of command. If the brigadier-general wanted to greet the battalion he could make his own way there; he did have a personal transport. The last thing Jaeger wanted was to share a ride with him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “…statement following the First Secretary’s upgrade to stable condition and provisional return to work,” a screen in the terminal was saying as Jaeger passed. “…Islamophobic war fever continues to grip the Confederated Union despite our soldiers’ failures…” 
 
    A shot of people lined up outside an Army recruiting shop. 
 
    “…gathered nations of the West, now that the Chalmerston Doctrine prohibiting non-Confederated Union military presence in the disputed Date Line region has been officially repealed…” 
 
    Yeah, the status of forces agreement would come later; that was something for the diplomats to work out. Right now – she passed a squad of Khalsans standing guard with their officially-issued bullpup-style battle rifles; they saluted her and she returned it – she was glad to have the assistance. Those Spitfires too; an ancient name going back to planes from a war on a distant homeworld almost a thousand years ago, but fine planes that had been a welcome addition to her sector. 
 
    Khalsans and Anglians, she decided, she liked a whole damn lot more than certain flag-ranked officers of the CU. Still seething a bit with the public disrespect Congreve had shown. 
 
    More officers and men saluted as she and her entourage – Conroy, Vikanian with a security detail, a couple of personal communications staff – headed out through a departure gate and onto the airfield proper, the concrete so hot under her boots that it hurt. 
 
    Yeah, well. She only had to walk a short way to the Samurai chopper she’d taken as her personal transport. Most of the ground crews out here were out here all day – and had been, operating short on sleep without a day off, since the situation had gone hot. 
 
    She owed them another visit, but there was just so much to do at the planning and command level. Tangetti, Holt, Cruz, Jenkins and their section staffs were competent, but they couldn’t make all the decisions on their own. 
 
    Mental note, talk to some of the Alexio people, she told herself. Since arriving in-sector, this was her first visit to the carriers. It would be good to finally meet in person Senior Group Captain Davidson and the group command staff, too. 
 
    The pilots and co-pilots of the two Samurai saluted her. She boarded one of them with Vikanian and Conroy; the communications specialists and bodyguards piled into the other.  
 
    Escorting them, to make damn sure no far-reaching Zinj got lucky with a target of opportunity, would be a flight of Vipers. The Alexio was far forwards – so far the Zinj had considered it a hard enough target to be left alone, not when there were relatively defenseless tanks to be attacked – but Zinj aircraft had hit in force points in the area they’d been driving through. For that matter, there were still Zinj ground forces from what remained of the laager units operating in the area they’d be flying over. Although most of the laagers had been neutralized by ground or air attack, their units forced to flee east if they wanted supply. 
 
    “Ma’am, we’re cleared for takeoff,” said her pilot. 
 
    “Then go. Let’s welcome the tanks home.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Bombs away!” shouted Major Daoud Aboud’s bombardier gleefully as he hit the button. Below them, the armor – two Grafs and a bunch of the smaller ones – maneuvered evasively, but their space was limited by the terrain, by the pass between steep hills they were making their way through. They hadn’t been completely successful, as evidenced by the burning wreckage of four tanks behind them. 
 
    “Missile lock!” cried the ECW officer. “Sir, they locked on!” 
 
    Captain Rahman’s flight and another two of Murads had come out in escort; they were under attack by Vipers and Cobras. So far the Murads had done a pretty good job of keeping the enemy off, although they’d lost one of their number to a missile. 
 
    Indicators on Aboud’s control panel showed that the ECW officer had hit chaff, not as though there wasn’t enough of that already floating around. Aboud did his part by banking the Jaridah sharply and pushing forward on the throttle. 
 
    “Lock!” 
 
    An indicator showed the ECW man had released a flare, as the Jaridah banked steeply to the right, turning on its wing at a forty-five degree angle. Rear-view cameras showed a Viper attempting to come in on the plane, cannon blazing. Hit by fire from one of Rahman’s Assads zeroing in on its own tail, the Viper broke off. 
 
    “Bombs gone, people,” Aboud spoke into his radio. “No point sticking around. Rahman, cover our retreat.” 
 
    “Yessir.” 
 
    Aboud pulled the stick back, going for altitude as his ECW man announced “Lock broke!” 
 
    The other bombers of his flight followed him, their formation broken by the need to evade missiles. One of them had been hit, was limping; that was no big. Not far behind the tanks, harrying them – and the tanks had had to fight their way through this pass too – were friendly forces.  
 
    Aboud had made it very clear at the start of this war that if any of his crews had to bail, any crews in the squadron had to bail, then he would personally intervene to make sure they had priority on getting back to a friendly airbase.  
 
    Some Zinj officers valued their machines more than the people who ran them; in Aboud’s opinion the machines were only as good as the skill and the experience of the people who ran them. And men who trusted you also had personal loyalty to you and to the sept… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A little over an hour later, Aboud brought the Jaridah down at the forward airbase they’d come from. It was a plain strip, still being constructed, on the location of one of the former tank camps; the dirt strip the CU engineers had built for emergency landings and short-hop resupply had been the start of it. 
 
    Right now, two companies of Zinj field engineers were at work on the base, which was intended to become a waypoint on the forward supply line. There was already one paved strip, a good half-mile long and capable of handling even a heavily loaded Jaridah.  
 
    Graders and bulldozers were working on a second, while other teams enhanced the well this location had been built on top of. Prefabricated hangars for the Jaridahs of Aboud’s squadron and the Murads of Rahman’s had been thrown up; more field engineers were working on barracks beyond tents. 
 
    Next to the airbase was a field of tents and vehicles, technicals and jeeps. A light cavalry battalion setting up, getting ready to head further west.  
 
    The damaged plane had landed first, and enlisted men with AI headsets were going over it looking to see what was wrong. Now, Aboud taxied toward the hangars, where more enlisted men – they wore Western-style coveralls, not robes, and they were of low-mid caste – headed over. 
 
    Their senior sergeant saluted Major Aboud as he got out of the plane. Alongside his coveralls and boots, he wore a helmet with something like a virtual-reality headset attached to it, a camera being a third eye above the headset. Right now the goggles were flipped up.  
 
    “Sir,” said the sergeant. “Insha’Allah your mission was a success?” 
 
    “I believe we killed at least three more.” He’d have to wait for Rahman’s report on the last bomb load; the situation had been getting intense enough that there had been no point sticking around once his bombs were gone. 
 
    “Wonderful, sir! Sir, Flying Officer First-Class Akrit requests that you honor him with your company. He says there is a message from your father, sir.” 
 
    Akrit was the squadron’s signals officer. 
 
    “Very well.” Aboud jumped down from the plane, agile despite his big frame. The midday sun was hot on his shaved scalp as he took off his flight helmet; he considered putting it back on – but no, a sign of weakness in front of enlisted men was never a good idea. They were supposed to idolize and worship the officers who led them, who in the Air Force’s case flew into combat.  
 
    Aboud had made a point of trying to earn that respect by example – by giving them cause to idolize him and the officers of the squadron, rather than just ordering them to. 
 
    “Take good care of my plane,” he told the senior sergeant as he headed off toward the tents that constituted squadron headquarters. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Zinj sergeant lowered the goggles, which were transparent for now. 
 
    “Plane has landed,” he said clearly. “After-flight checks.” 
 
    Around him, the other members of his crew were already at work. The sergeant’s personal responsibility in this case was the left-side engine. 
 
    “First, ensure that the engines are off,” came a smooth voice in his earpiece. “The turbines are not spinning.” The camera, connected like the other ground crewmen’s headset cameras were to an artificial intelligence, could tell. 
 
    “Then, begin to remove the cowling. Take your number two spanner and display it.” 
 
    The sergeant by now knew which was the number two, but he picked it from his toolbelt and held it up in front of the headset. 
 
    “Correct, that is a number two spanner. Apply it to the cowling fixtures.” The locations of those fixtures lit up in augmented-reality, showing the sergeant exactly where those were. Arrows helpfully showed which way to turn the screws. 
 
    When the sergeant was done, the AI had already called another man over to help. It gave them individual directions through their earpieces for setting it down. 
 
    “Inspect the turbines,” the AI said, showing the marks to look for that would indicate damage. 
 
    As the AI walked the sergeant, and his ground crew, through their tasks of post-flight maintenance, it occasionally fritzed. The machine itself was hundreds of miles away, connected to the forward airbase by a long string of retransmitters. Field engineers – themselves guided by their own AI directions – were building up the network, enhancing bandwidth, but that did take time. 
 
    The sergeant had grown up herding goats, and had never learned to read. But the AIs, thanks to Allah, made that unnecessary. He simply had to follow the instructions the AI gave him, and the tasks would be complete. 
 
    Truly, Allah had guided the Council of Eleven wisely in arranging the purchase of such wonderful technologies from the spacefaring powers. Truly, Allah was great. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” said Flying Officer First-Class Akrit, a small man wearing thick glasses. Allah had not blessed him with good vision, but in His infinite wisdom He had created roles, too, for such men in the flying forces. 
 
    Aboud returned the salute. 
 
    “I understand there’s a message from my father.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Your thumbprint, sir.” 
 
    Aboud pressed his thumb onto the scanner. A moment later the computer beeped affirmatively and a printer began to whine. Aboud took the single page as it came, printed face-down so that eyes like Akrit’s might not accidentally glimpse clan communications. 
 
    It was not a long message; it invited Aboud, if his squadron operations might allow it, to attend as his father’s guest a meeting of the al-Rafsa clan’s representatives with the Djegouni clan’s representatives in the city of Veld Tamu this evening. A representative of the Council would be present, his father said, and it might do Aboud’s career well to kneel before such an important man. 
 
    Finally, the Council enforces peace, he thought. The al-Rafsa clan had been fighting the Djegouni clan for weeks now, provoked by the al-Sayidis, and it was more than time for them to rise above this and fight their common enemy. 
 
    That being the Westerners, he silenced the snarky part of his mind. And not the al-Sayidis. 
 
    “Do we have any planes going to Veld Tamu?” he asked Akrit. It was likely; right now this base was still being supplied largely by air, and the chances of a returning supply aircraft in the next few hours were high. 
 
    “We do, sir.” Akrit gestured at a pair of stocky, bulky propeller-driven cargo planes down at the far end of the runway. “Those are unloading now. May I wish you well in your travels, sir?” 
 
    “You may,” said Aboud. “And thank you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Approaching Mobile Air Base Group Alexio, ma’am Air Marshal,” the Samurai’s pilot reported after long hours of flight. At one point there’d been a scare with Zinj planes on the radar. Two of the escorting Vipers had peeled off to engage if necessary, while the helicopters hit the dirt. 
 
    Protocol if they were attacked was for the helicopters to land and the passengers to get out and run as far as they could from the choppers. Going after helicopters on the ground would be fairly easy; going after individuals on the ground some distance away would probably not be worth the time of enemy aircraft. 
 
    But nothing had happened; the Zinj aircraft had apparently not wanted to tangle with the Vipers and with another patrol that had been vectored in on them; they hadn’t come close to visual range of her helicopters. After a few tense minutes they’d turned tail. 
 
    Now, Jaeger got up and, head bowed, stepped into the door that led to the cockpit. There was no room beyond the pilot’s and co-pilot’s seats – the co-pilot was also weapons officer for the armed-to-the-teeth troop-carrying attack helicopter – but she could see just fine from the doorway. 
 
    Ahead of them on the horizon was a massive flume of dust going a mile into the sky. Leading it were vehicles, massive vehicles. Overland trains, several of them. Most of them carried supplies, but one of them was a rolling barracks for two Pathfinder companies. Two more were helicarriers, providing landing pads and full flight support for a squadron of Samurai and a squadron of Ninja helicopters. 
 
    Jeeps, Lancers, Raiders and a few trucks buzzed around the edges of the formation as it rolled east, ants in comparison to the two-hundred-foot-long overland trains. And those were mice in turn compared to the beast at the heart of the formation, MAB Alexio. The carrier was a thousand and fifty feet long, about eighty wide at its base where it rolled on vast sets of tracks.  
 
    It tapered up to about half that width at the flight deck fifty feet above the sand it thundered across, its sides sloping and armored. It jutted out a bit at the stern and bow, though – the length of the flight deck itself was a thousand eighty feet, a solid fifth of a mile.  
 
    Sticking up from one sloped side was a command and control tower of armored glass windows, reaching another thirty feet above the flight deck with radar dishes and a host of communications antennae on top of that. 
 
    Parked on the flight deck were lines of Vipers, Cobras, a flight of dual-tailed A-44 tankbusters and a Freightpuller cargo jet. 
 
    “Cleared to land, ma’am.” The Samurai’s pilot matched speed with the carrier and began to descend. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Samurai, despite its pilot’s visible best efforts, made a bumpy final-moment drop of a landing on the carrier’s flight deck. Crouching unnecessarily low, Jaeger got out, followed by Sub-Commander Conroy and Captain Vikanian. 
 
    Drawn up nearby were the carrier group’s senior officers. It was a mild relief to see that they – the Samurai’s rotor blades were eight and a half feet above its skids, although they may have dipped a little in final descent – had ducked themselves. 
 
    Now they drew themselves stiffly up in salute. Jaeger returned the salutes as she walked along their line. 
 
    “Senior Group Captain Tara Davidson” – her pay grade was O-6.5, and the three squares on each shoulder were gold instead of silver – “it is a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Davidson was a small woman with long brown hair, very young for her rank at around forty. 
 
    “Group Captain Robert Brockman.” Commander Air Group of Alexio and deputy commander of the carrier group. She returned the salute and shook his hand, too. 
 
    “Senior Commander Janet Helman, deputy CAG.” Pay grade O-5.5, her two squares gold instead of silver. She was also third in command of the carrier group as a whole. 
 
    “Commander Marcus Feeney.” Of the helicarriers. “Good to meet you.” 
 
    “Commander Juanita Rodriguez.” Air Force Logistics. The overland trains reported to her. 
 
    “Sub-Commander Thomas Dingman.” A Pathfinder in his mid-thirties, he was in charge of the two Pathfinder infantry companies riding with Alexio and the company of Pathfinder cav riding outrider on the carrier group. 
 
    “Good to meet you, ma’am sector commander,” they said. 
 
    “Beat the Avaya to her visit,” she heard someone smirk. Yeah, she should have figured that; whenever you had two comparable units in a given area there’d be a rivalry. 
 
    “Ma’am sector commander, we’re twenty-five minutes away from physical contact with 2/98,” Senior Group Captain Davidson said. “Would you and your people care to accompany me up to our flag bridge?” 
 
    “I would, Senior Group Captain. Thank you for taking your carrier group this far forwards. I understand the risks.” 
 
    “Zinj didn’t even have the nerve to try at us,” said Group Captain Brockman. 
 
    Glad you people have bravado, she thought. They were going to need it going forwards. 
 
    The control tower had no elevators; instead was a wide, steep, tight staircase going from administrative to secondary flight control to flight control to, at the top, flag bridge. 
 
    The flag bridge was a wide square room with NCOs and junior officers working at terminals, windows all around. In the center were big virtual maps showing the area around Alexio to a distance of a hundred and fifty miles, with icons representing known Zinj and CU elements.  
 
    It was a current version of the command center she missed from the fifth floor of the effectively-demolished Sand Harbor building; the bunkers underneath had that kind of thing available on monitors and screens, but no multiple high-resolution plotting tables like this. 
 
    “Zoom in, Ensign Kresge, please,” Davidson told one officer. 
 
    “Ma’am.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” said one of Davidson’s aides. “PAOs would like to interview the sector commander, ma’am.” 
 
    Davidson looked at Jaeger, who nodded. This was a victory worth reporting, she had to admit. The first of the armored battalions, making it all the way to safety! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This is Captain Jennifer Atkinson,” spoke the attractive red-haired woman in charge of the cameras pointed at Jaeger ten minutes later. “Senior Public Affairs Officer of carrier group Alexio, talking with the air commander of sector Eastern Watch, Air Marshal Elisabeth Jaeger.” 
 
    With her one remaining eye Jaeger looked out into each of the three cameras in turn. They were near the bow of the Alexio as it plowed through steep dunes, the rollers kicking up massive plumes of sand. Above circled Vipers and Cobras in combat air patrol; ahead of them on the horizon were more plumes. 
 
    “This will be going out live, ma’am sector commander, to all the western news networks,” Atkinson had said earlier. 
 
    “Does it have to go live? You can’t edit it?” 
 
    “Ma’am, after the disaster at Ganff Rock and the currently unfolding catastrophe in North Equatorial? The public is desperate for good news regarding the war.” 
 
    “You know how shot to crap 2/98 is.” Jaeger had said flatly. 
 
    “There’s enough tanks to improve public morale, ma’am sector commander. Union City needs it, ma’am. The people of the Federal and the autonomous provinces need it, ma’am. So do our allies.” 
 
    “Very well,” Jaeger had said, and then given the PAO a few other data points to talk about with her boss at the Sector level. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Media release, for immediate distribution live/real-time. 
 
    Context: Zinj War, Eastern Watch. 
 
    Keywords: Great Retreat; success; victory; turning the tide. 
 
      
 
    It went live immediately, on all six major news channels and a long list of internet sites. There’d been ten-minute and five-minute warnings, so most of the channels had been able to give it good lead-in. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The tall, aristocratic, one-eyed sector commander stood at the bow of the tracked carrier Alexio. 
 
    “I said we’d get our tankers home to fight another day,” she told the cameras. “And now they’re coming home.” 
 
    Behind the sector commander, a dust plum was growing. One of the cameras shot into it for a moment, before returning to the eyepatched face of the sector commander with it behind her. 
 
    “And oncoming, we see the dust trail of the first elements of the Second Battalion, Ninety-Seventh Armored, making visual contact with carrier group Alexio,” came a narrator. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    #gettingthemhome. Shared well over a million times across Confederated Union social networks, another four hundred thousand times across the affiliated west. There’d have been more, but the Chalmerston Doctrine barring foreign intervention in the Disputed Territories hadn’t exactly been widely popular outside the CU. Other Western countries saw the losses as the Union’s own fault for refusing assistance. 
 
    #fuckthezinj. Not a new one since Macau Square, and the miners and rig workers had been quietly seeding it for over a decade, but it got a new spurt in activity as the press release came out and the footage went live. 
 
    #hitthemback went way up. The Ganff Rock disaster had gotten a lot of press and given momentum to a peace movement that had started approximately two minutes after the Macau Square attacks. Now, social media blew up with that tag and #avengeganff. ‘Send them south and get the bastards who did Ganff’ was a typical post. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Behind in the distance,” Captain Atkinson said, “we can see the first sight of the first of the armored battalions Sector Commander Jaeger swore she’d get home – and did.” 
 
    Tanks were visible, Jaeger could see in the reflection of the cameras pointed at her. The Alexio had had to turn – the turning radius of a modern MAB was close to a mile – but get them in view. The annoyance of the media interview was detracting from any sense of personal triumph she’d had in the affair, though. 
 
    Besides, this is just the first of nine. It’ll be another five days before 3/96 makes Harlan City, and that may take even longer now Victorio has been detached away from where it can help. 
 
    “Excuse me,” the sector commander told the cameras. Her teeth were bared, presumably in horror at the terror she was going to give to the Zinj once she’d rebuilt her forces and put them into shape to strike back. “I’m going to have to talk with Major Lofthouse.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A Samurai lifted Lofthouse aboard the Alexio, from his Graf. He was a slumped man, the senior survivor of his unit; both his commanding officer’s and the battalion XO’s Grafs had been lost to Zinj bombing. As operations officer he’d never during the two and a half years of the Brodie Line expected to assume command of his battalion; he’d never imagined the battalion taking five percent losses, let alone the forty-five percent it had over the past two weeks. 
 
    “Ma’am.” Lofthouse saluted Jaeger. “Thank you. I hear May’s boys caught worse.” 
 
    Colonel Theodore May’s boys had been the 91st Regiment in Southern Watch, who had stopped to fight and hold Ganff Rock and been wiped out there to the last man. There would be songs to sing about them later, but dead men wouldn’t be singing to anyone. Lofthouse’s survivors just might, when they got over this awful time. 
 
    “Far worse. But you had the sense to obey orders.” 
 
    “Ma’am!” Lofthouse stiffened. “In the Army it is a given that we obey orders, ma’am!” 
 
    Cameras quietly rolled behind them; Jaeger was entirely conscious of the media they were playing to here. And much as she hated them, she was fully aware that it was a live broadcast and that for two years as a group captain she’d held the role of Deception/Disinformation Officer, Southern Great Continent. Propaganda had value. 
 
    “Good job,” she told the major.  
 
    Not entirely sure if she was even lying, although the battalion would need ammo, fuel and fusion bars that, in fairness, the Alexio group did have the resources to partially provide. She spoke to the cameras as much as she spoke to Lofthouse, and she wasn’t sure how much she was bullshitting even herself given Cruz’ projections:  
 
    “Clean yourself up and have a good meal in the wardroom. Because 2/98 is going back into action soon. We’re about to start planning a counteroffensive.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Major Daoud Aboud rode in the cockpit of the cargo transport as it made its final circling approach to the city of Veld Tamu, which sat just on the eastern side of the Contested Territories/Disputed Territories line and until twelve years ago had been named Maybery. 
 
    Maybery had had a population of about forty-five thousand, although most of those original inhabitants had fled when the Zinj had taken over. Some of them had not had the sense to or had not been able to, and it had not gone well for them. The homosexuals had been thrown off the taller buildings, as per the sacred teachings; others had been burned alive or simply enslaved. 
 
    Now, renamed Veld Tamu, the place had about three times the population it had had as Maybery, mostly because Zinj industry was not particularly efficient and was therefore more manpower-heavy. Tenements had been thrown up around the industrial districts, which comprised most of the town; Veld Tamu was the primary initial processing center for the minerals pulled by Zinj rigs and harvesters through these latitudes of the Disputed Territories. 
 
    Parked outside was, to Aboud’s irritation, a medium-sized carrier – seven hundred feet long – flying a massive Djegouni flag. The al-Rafsa clan had carriers on the way and the al-Sayidis, damn every last one of those scheming bastards to Shaitan’s flames, had at least one somewhere in theater, not responding to communication. 
 
    Murads, Assads, Djinn and Jaridahs sat in open hangars and along the flight lines of the expanded military airport, along with a number of civilian aircraft including some expensive personal jets. The Confederated Union had placed an embargo on trade with the Zinj, but other Western nations were happy to take the money. 
 
    He landed, thanked the pilot for letting him have one of the good seats, and hailed a jeep. 
 
    “To the meeting,” he told the driver, a corporal. “Whatever else you were going is unimportant.” 
 
    The corporal bowed his head to his superior. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The jeep drove along a congested major road, amidst trucks loaded with pre-processed minerals and heavier ones, escorted by armed guards, with processed stuff. He passed construction vehicles, buses of low-caste laborers and trucks packed tight with slaves; at one point, a troop of Vulk mercenaries, high-cheekboned blond men with bullpup assault rifles over their shoulders as they rode a line of big six-wheeled combat jeeps toward the airport. 
 
    The meeting was being held on the other side of town, on what had been a football field. Ornate tents had been thrown up across it, and there was a lot of security. Batteries of SAMs and quad-barreled anti-aircraft autocannon anchored the corners, and a whole twelve-plane squadron of angular Assads circled in formation overhead. 
 
    Inside were about a hundred representatives of the al-Rafsa clan, all from the noble families and mostly older men. There were about the same number of Djegounis, by their bearings of the same general social rank. No al-Sayidis that Aboud could see, although he’d been told some would be there. 
 
    A wide aisle separated the al-Rafsas from the Djegouni fucks, a wide aisle with glares of hatred crossing it constantly. Aboud stayed well on the al-Rafsa side of the tent, paying his respects and greetings to the people he knew as he went looking for his father. Most of them outranked him – not necessarily socially, although there were at least fourteen full sheikhs here, but as a major he was one of the youngest and lowest-ranking men in the room. 
 
    Sheikh Zakhif Aboud al-Rafsa was a powerful man in his fifties, toward the front of the tent talking with the Emir of Khalat, the man he and probably a majority of the al-Rafsas here owed subordinate fealty to. Subordinate after the great Council of Eleven in al-Makyah, of course.  
 
    With Major Daoud’s father was his elder brother, Jubair Aboud al-Rafsa, who had the same heavy-set and powerful build as Sheikh Zakhif and for that matter, Major Daoud. He wore battalion-colonel’s insignia on the shoulders of his robes; he was the deputy commander of a heavy armor regiment currently on its way up to the front. 
 
    Aboud waited for a gap in the conversation then greeted the Emir, then his father and his older brother. 
 
    In one corner of the room, talking to nobody, was a goateed man, tall and thin, standing on his own. The al-Sayidi. Aboud glared murder at the son of a goatfucking man-whore; nobody knew what the al-Sayidis were up to, except that they were serious about it and they had few compunctions. 
 
    Presently, a bell rang and the meeting slowly came to order. The Emir of Khalat strode up alongside the Emir of Jafir, the two main al-Rafsa representatives. The unnamed al-Sayidi man joined them, alongside three Djegouni Emirs and a man in featureless, insignia-less, hooded grey robes. A naked scimitar hung from his belt. 
 
    “I represent the Caliphs,” he stated without preamble. “It is time for overall planning. This phase of the war in this area has not gone as it should have. 
 
    The man from the Council, whose face was hidden in the robes, must have had an assistant somewhere. A map came up on the screen, of the central Disputed Territories. 
 
    “This line” – a dotted line about halfway through – “indicates one of the enemy’s internal operations boundaries. To the south of it, we have been successful in our operations. To the north, we have been less successful. They call the sector to the north ‘Eastern Watch’. It is commanded by the woman known to our intelligence services, hated by our intelligence and security services, as ‘al-Sayyad’. The hunter.” 
 
    A recent photograph of Air Marshal Jaeger came on screen; a sharp-faced, coldly aristocratic blond woman with her left eye covered by a black patch. 
 
    “al-Sayyad ran, she personally executed, black operations and kill teams against us for more than fifteen years, earning the name we have given her. There was a bounty of fifty thousand gold dinars for her head. She is driven by hatred of all things true and Godly; it is speculated that she may be possessed by demons. 
 
    “The price for her head has now been raised to a hundred and fifty thousand gold dinars. The enemy in their Eastern Watch area of operations has been effective; she has proven to be a competent field commander. So we shall destroy her by going around her.” 
 
    Red lines, arrows, moved up out of Southern Watch – where Zinj operations had been far more successful – into Eastern Watch, aimed at Barbiero. 
 
    “There shall be no disputing this. The Council of Eleven has decreed that this is so. Your forces are ordered, all of your forces are ordered” – the al-Rafsa and Djegouni Emirs bowed their head in acknowledgement; even the al-Sayidi lowered his eyes – “to take Barbiero first. It is open; there are no significant terrain obstacles for hundreds of miles to its east.  
 
    “It is also a holy city, to the enemy. This is a holy war; the Cathedral of St. Augustine is of spiritual importance to the Reunified Catholic faith many of them follow.” 
 
    New arrows on the map pushed west from Barbiero, across the Meridian. 
 
    “And then – then, you will take Sand Harbor. You have forces, soon to become overwhelming forces; the kiloheavies and carrier groups are on the way. This is the will of the Council; so it has been decreed.” 
 
    “So it has been decreed,” the gathered Zinj nobility repeated in chorus. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Afterwards, Major Daoud Aboud sipped tea with his father Sheikh Zakhif Aboud and brother Battalion-Colonel Jubair Aboud.  
 
    “How are the Grafs?” Jubair asked. “I understand you’ve only faced them from the air, but – you’d have seen them fighting. There are a lot of stories from the light armor battalions.” 
 
    “Mostly about how tough they are,” said Aboud. “Which is true, but light tanks, B-2s and B-4s, against kiloheavy landcruisers? They couldn’t scratch their paint. Relied on us bombers to do the real damage.” 
 
    “I hear you got one,” said Sheikh Zakhif. “Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank you, Father. Quite a few of the lesser tanks, we also killed. The enemy fought bravely and intelligently and they did succeed in their retreat – but not completely. We estimate their losses were about forty to forty-five percent.” 
 
    Jubair took out his phone, hit a button or two and projected against the wall a three-dimensional image of Zinj kiloheavy Di’ib and super-heavy Wahiids. 
 
    The Di’ib – the word meant ‘wolf’, or rather the similar predator Arkin had evolved independently across a bunch of subspecies – had no turret; its single 310mm gun sat in a mantlet affixed directly to the hull. Not so much tanks as tank destroyers, they’d been developed specifically to engage and destroy kiloheavies like the Graf. 
 
    The Wahiid, which meant ‘rhino’, was smaller, armed with a 150mm main gun and a host of secondary weapons. It was a multipurpose super-heavy tank meant to engage Freiherrs on only-somewhat-less-than-even terms and bully Ritters, which it was a little bigger and meaner than. 
 
    “We have dozens of Wahiids and Di’ib on the way on the way, along with the carrier group. My regiment – a battalion of Wahiids and a battalion of Di’ib, with B-10 and B-12 heavy main battle tanks for screening, and support tanks with focus-limited AIs for field maintenance when there’s no communications – should arrive here tomorrow,” said Jubair. 
 
    Daoud, and his father the Sheikh, smiled. 
 
    “Barbiero will fall quickly, then,” said the Sheikh, “with similar forces coming up from the south. The Confederated Union and their allies are outnumbered, and there are no relevant terrain obstacles that can even impede such a force. We will take Barbiero. And then we will build up our assets, move west and take Sand Harbor. Truly the Council is wise.” 
 
    “Truly the Council is wise,” agreed Jubair and Daoud Aboud. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Standing on the turret of his Graf as it rumbled forwards, surrounded by the rest of Armored Battalion 2/97, Sub-Colonel Marius Thurber looked through his binoculars and saw the tower of the Cathedral of St. Augustine. 
 
    Barbiero. There had never been a more welcome sight in his life. They’d made it. 
 
    “Told you we’d get there, boys,” he told the other crewmen, including Private Vancel, who’d come up to enjoy the view. “Told you we’d get there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, sitting in a bunker of the 75th Cavalry’s headquarters, eating his first real food – and god damn was it delicious! – in two weeks, Thurber wasn’t so happy. 
 
    “Sir, you’re joking,” he told Colonel Montiguez across the table. 
 
    He speared another piece of baked carrot with his fork, nommed it with a piece of steak. God was it nice to have proper food again. Weeks of field rations, and then finally a real meal, after a shower, in a clean uniform. 
 
    “Sadly, I’m not. They’re bringing heavy forces up toward us through Southern Watch, taking advantage of the disarray there. We cannot hold Barbiero from two directions.” 
 
    “Colonel, I want to – my men want to – fight!” 
 
    Fully aware of how unequipped 2/97 was to do that. The regimental commander was dead; Zinj bombers had killed Colonel Madras alongside most of his command staff when they’d hit 1/97 hard. They were low on ammo, fuel, parts, everything. But now they’d reached Barbiero, surely they deserved better than to be told to get moving west again. 
 
    Rangefinders, torsion bars. Track blocks, end connectors and center guides. Track pieces, and damn had his tanks’ tracks been worn out over that long-haul retreat. Sponson boxes and sensors. The parts had been good to have, and the similarly hot meals his officers and men were eating right now – also good news. They were ready to hit back. They wanted to hit back. 
 
    “I know,” said Colonel Montiguez, whose men had been fighting the whole trip. The cav recon companies had been fighting valiantly and bravely – stealing Zinj supplies and getting them to Thurber and the other battalions, eventually running overland trains through. “But given the threat coming from the south, Barbiero’s become untenable. Do you want another Ganff Rock? Because one was enough.” 
 
    Sub-Colonel Redford, who had died at Ganff Rock, had been an OTC classmate and a good friend of Thurber’s. He’d also known from OTC camps, and known well, Sub-Colonel Ponte, who had been the XO of that regiment. He and Ponte hadn’t always gotten along, they’d had serious political differences, but— 
 
    “No, sir. No. There is not going to be another Ganff.” 
 
    “The people of the Confederated Union don’t need it, Thurber,” said Montiguez. “We’ve had enough last stands.” 
 
    Thurber speared the last piece of his steak onto his fork, next to a bit of potato and a piece of fried zucchini, and ate it. Excellent. 
 
    What Montiguez was saying didn’t sound so excellent. 
 
    “What you’re going to have to do, Thurber, is with Manselon” – commander of 3/97, due to make a safe return tomorrow – “is arm up and pull back to Sand Harbor. Because with the resources we have, Barbiero is indefensible.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Your Worship,” Jaeger spoke with her head bowed to the Bishop of St. Augustine’s, “we cannot defend this city. The Zinj are coming from the east, and we might have been able to stop them if they were only coming from the east. But they’re also coming from the south, across the Southern Watch line.” 
 
    Damn you, Air Marshal Kontoff. Damn you, Lieutenant-General Grigg. 
 
    Their predecessors had died when the Torres headquarters of Southern Watch had been bombed at the opening of the war. They were interim commanders, sent by Joint Staff into a situation they hadn’t asked for or wanted. Certainly Ganff Rock hadn’t been Grigg’s responsibility, although from Jaeger’s reading he was the kind of bullheaded idiot who would have encouraged the idiocy that had led to that disaster anyway. 
 
    “But… the Second Metropolis Convention,” the elderly bishop said. “I thought it obliged you to defend us!” 
 
    The Reunited Catholic Church had politically lobbied for the Second Convention. One of its tenets had been to keep the Disputed Territories that, that and neutral. Factions in the CU had wanted to incorporate those lands as another, or as several, autonomous provinces. International pressure had kept that from happening. Internal political pressure too, some of it from the Church. 
 
    Live with the situation you brought upon yourself. 
 
    “Your Worship,” Jaeger told the bishop, “you have a week to pack your things and flee. Faced with these pressures and with the condition of our forces, we can not defend the place. It’s not a matter of want to; Your Worship, if I could I would. But we’re withdrawing.” 
 
    “You brought the tanks home, Air Marshal,” the bishop asked plaintively. “Why can’t you defend Barbiero and St. Augustine’s? God would bless you if you did.” 
 
    The fall of New Canaan proved there is no god, thought Jaeger bitterly.  
 
    But she kept her mouth shut. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Your Worship,” she told the bishop. “But you and your people are going to have to evacuate.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “…cover the forces retreating from Barbiero,” Sub-Commander Jimmy-Jane finished. “That clear?” 
 
    “I got a question, Jimmy-Jane,” said Captain Mark Black. “Just why the fuck are we giving them that town? It paves the way to fucking Sand Harbor and we’re abandoning it without even so much as a goddamn fight!” 
 
    Jimmy-Jane looked at Hauraki. 
 
    “First, Ironrod, you address Sub-Commander Jimmy-Jane with a bit more respect when you’re asking a question like that,” the squadron commander said. “You got that? It’s not his decision to make and in case you can’t see your shoulders, he’s your superior officer. You want to speak to him, or me, in that tone of voice then there’d better be a fucking smile on your face, Black. I don’t see one.” 
 
    “With respect. Sir,” said the not-particularly chastened Captain Black. “We’re abandoning a city of moral and religious, not just strategic importance. Not even fighting for it. Sir, I have a problem with that.” 
 
    There was a general wave of agreement from the other pilots in the squadron. O’Connor couldn’t quite disagree himself. Hadn’t they been bringing the tanks home for a reason – so they could fight? 
 
    “Look.” said Jimmy-Jane. “My daughter was baptized at St. Augustine’s. You think I like this? I don’t! But we obey orders, and the tanks have been running for hundreds of miles. They can’t fight, they’ve worn out the logistics. They’re going to refit and withdraw. I don’t like these fucking orders any more than you pilots do.” 
 
    “But we fly for our country,”  said Hauraki. “Which means we obey orders given by our country. Which means we fly in support of those orders – bleed them! We’re not defending Barbiero on the ground so we’re damn well going to make the fuckers pay for the place in the air. Fly, men and women. Ake ake!” 
 
    “Kia kaha!” the pilots chorused back.  
 
    But O’Connor for one didn’t feel it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Driving through one of the hill passes south of Harlan City, Newland looked up at the combat engineers. They were blasting holes in the rock to dig bunkers into, while other men filled sandbags and prepared antitank obstacles along the pass. 
 
    Overhead came a flight, flying in fingers-four formation, of A-44 Wombats. High above them were Vipers flying protective cover. Barbiero might fall, but if the 75th had anything to say in the matter? 
 
    Harlan City wasn’t going to. Nor Sand Harbor. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jaeger watched video feed from her Sand Harbor bunker as 3/96, the last of the armored battalions, rolled into the camp that had been prepared for them on the rock island of Harlan City. Some of her staff were clapping her hands; she was smiling herself. 
 
    The battalion had taken more than fifty percent losses, but they’d made it home. And the Zinj had paid for their impunity; 3/96 had steamrollered right across a light-cavalry regiment, four of the laagers combined into one force, that the Zinj had desperately attempted to block them with. 
 
    That footage – the Grafs’, Ritters’ and Junkers’ guns blowing apart technicals, jeeps, B-2s and B-4s, a one-sided slaughter that had ended with the Zinj regiment, which according to Jenkins had been low on supplies and possibly trying for a desperate last stand before they died of thirst, annihilated to the last man. Her Grafs crunching over smoking wreckage, a bunch of POWs taken. Great camera food. 
 
    Almost as good as the last of the tank battalions making it home to fight again. Across the theater, that had been an accomplishment. 
 
    “Ma’am.” Sub-Commander Conroy came up from behind. “Just got a communication. General Raymond is on his way in.” 
 
    The theater commander. Shit. 
 
    “How many hours do we have to prepare?” 
 
    “He lands in fifteen minutes, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So my tanks are home,” Brigadier Congreve ambushed her outside the Air Force part of the bunker.  
 
    Captain Vikanian had been told that under no circumstances was the ground-forces commander allowed to bother her when she was working; there’d then been a nasty incident when Congreve had tried to pull rank over her personal security detail and bull his way in. 
 
    Flight Sergeant Johnson had called for his commander, who had apparently drawn his pistol and placed it against Congreve’s thigh. 
 
    “No, sir, I would not shoot to kill if you tried to force your way in against my commanding officer’s specific orders,” Vikanian had apparently said. Before going on to describe in graphic detail just what a point-blank 10mm round would do to the brigadier-general’s thigh, the excruciating pain and long-lasting traction that would result. 
 
    Congreve had backed off, but it hadn’t been the last time. She’d taken to using the back way when security had reported him lurking around. 
 
    “Yes, they’re home. Thanks for your help in getting them there.” 
 
    General Raymond was on landing approach, due in three minutes. She did not have time for this shit. 
 
    “General Raymond is going to take care of me. He’s Army, you know.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Jaeger shot back. “You figured out that someone with the title of ‘General’ might be Army. Now get out of my way.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Good to see you again, Jaeger,” said General Dirk Raymond. He was a short, tough-looking man despite his mid-sixties; he had thinning hair and four stars on each shoulder of his combat fatigues.  
 
    Jaeger and her staff were drawn up at stiff attention by the Sand Harbor runway, the desert sun for once obscured by high grey clouds racing south thirty-five thousand feet overhead. 
 
    “Good to see you, too, sir.” 
 
    “You’ve done a hell of a job, Air Marshal. Getting those tanks home. I’m sorry you have to abandon Barbiero, but Joint Staff agrees it’s a necessary course of action. Pull back to ground you can defend. Regrettable but necessary. The Bishop’s sent us some unhappy communications.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear, sir.” 
 
    “We’ve ignored them,” Raymond said flatly. “He doesn’t ask my advice on theological matters, I’m not interested in what he has to say on military ones.” 
 
    “General, sir,” Brigadier-General Congreve put in. “The air marshal’s a spook, not a soldier. She’s a coward. And she’s stolen my tanks!” 
 
    “Noted. Do we have cameras going?” asked Raymond. 
 
    “They’re available,” said one of his own aides. 
 
    “Get them rolling. Two steps forward, Air Marshal.” 
 
    “Brigadier-General Congreve, I hope this answers your question. In the light of successful combat operations in Eastern Watch and ratified by the advice and consent of the Chamber of Deputies of the Confederated Union, Air Marshal Elisabeth Jaeger is hereby promoted meritoriously to the permanent rank of Air Vice-Admiral.” 
 
    “You can pin on real triples later,” Raymond murmured to her as right now he ceremonially stuck a third single star through each of her shoulderboards. Camera food, she well understood. 
 
    “Furthermore, due to the disruption and trouble caused by joint operations under disunited command,” General Raymond went on, “it has been the decision of the First Secretary and the Secretary of Defense that operations going forward shall be conducted under unity of command. Trust in that unity of command for Eastern Watch has been placed in you, Air Vice-Admiral Jaeger. Do you accept it?” 
 
    Jaeger drew herself up to stiff attention and saluted the theater commander. Overhead, in perfect formation, his bodyguard squadron of Vipers circled the airfield under those racing grey clouds. 
 
    “Sir. Yes, I do. Sir.” 
 
    “Good. Didn’t figure you’d turn me down. Sorry you had to lose Barbiero. Keep this place safe, will you?” 
 
    “I will if I can.” Until two weeks ago the thought of Sand Harbor itself falling to the enemy had been… 
 
    Two weeks ago the Zinj had hit them with carriers that weren’t supposed to be operational and super-heavies, kiloheavies, that had only been thought to be on the drawing boards. Civilian Agency people had fucked up and from what she’d heard, heads were already rolling as a result. 
 
    “Sir. The Zinj are not going to take this place if I can help it.” 
 
    “They’re cutting through what’s left of our forces in Southern like a chainsaw. They’re probably going to take El Ablado to your north, and we won’t even go into the disaster unfolding to your south. Do what you can, Air Vice-Admiral.” 
 
    “Sir,” she said, despite her thoughts of O-9, what the fuck, “I would trade this third star in a heartbeat for another carrier. Or just an air group, sir. Or another regiment of armored cavalry. Colonel Montiguez has done an exemplary job.” 
 
    Thanks to someone on my staff. 
 
    “I wish we had them to spare, Vice-Admiral. I’m going to take a walk around, if I have your permission to. Talk with some of the junior officers. See the place. Is that all right?” 
 
    Air Vice-Admiral Elisabeth Jaeger, she thought. She’d never expected to get this high; she’d always planned on topping out at O-8 and then taking an Agency executive position. The military assignment she’d been aiming for had been command of AFMI, Air Force Military Intelligence; its present holder, her good friend Megan Jefferson, was an air marshal. It was an O-8’s billet. 
 
    But now… not just field command, but recognition by higher authorities as a good field commander? 
 
    Wow. She’d just been trying to preserve available forces so as to ultimately kill more Zinj. 
 
    “Air Vice-Admiral?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Of course, General sir.” 
 
    “Comes as a bit of a shock to you, huh? I thought they’d retired me before they gave me my first star. Too blunt, too outspoken. But sometimes,” General Raymond said, “the brass hats get something right.” 
 
    Maybe they did. And she had work to do. 
 
    “You’ll forgive me if I don’t accompany you for the full tour,” Jaeger said. “But sir, I need to talk to someone.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    She caught Montiguez on the road, although through a secure-enough communications link. 
 
    “Air Marshal.” 
 
    “It’s Air Vice-Admiral now. I gather you haven’t been watching the news.” 
 
    “Congratulations, ma’am. The news here is that Barbiero’s falling and the refugees I’m shepherding don’t like it. We’re out rearguarding the last of them. Ma’am.” 
 
    Montiguez hadn’t liked abandoning his headquarters. Hadn’t liked it a damn bit, although he’d seen the necessity. 
 
    “Let me guess, unity of command. You’re my superior in name as well as politics now, is that correct.” 
 
    “Thanks, I think, largely due to getting the armored battalions home. Our first real success in a war that’s so far been a series of disasters. When were you going to thank Commander Jenkins for giving you the maps and the intelligence for the plan that made it happen?” 
 
    “Commander – who?” asked Montiguez, just a beat too quickly. Field operatives who couldn’t read people didn’t last, and her guess had just been proven right. “He’s – uh, your intelligence officer, right?” 
 
    “Colonel, is there a reason” – although she could guess at it – “you did not credit the supply-stealing, night-raiding plan to the man whose footprints are all over it, who seems clearly to have originated it. Are you, Colonel, going to take credit for it yourself? Or on behalf of your staff?” 
 
    It was an honest question. Had she misread the cavalry officer? 
 
    “No. It did not come from within the 75th. But ma’am, I have given my word of honor not to disclose its source. Much as I would like to. The reason is that the individual told me that if their name were attached to it, the proposal would have been shot down for – other reasons. My operations staff have consistently respected the value of this person’s work and they agreed in full with his plan. It was not their plan, no.” 
 
    “It was Jenkins.” 
 
    “I gave my word, ma’am. I assume the third star includes overall sector command; you can finally shove Congreve out of the way. You can relieve me too, if you like, for not disclosing what you apparently consider to be relevant information. Ma’am. But my word is my word. Ma’am.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Jaeger. So she hadn’t misread him after all. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A short word with Air Vice-Marshal Patricia Alma, Raymond’s deputy G-1 and the person with him right now as he toured a hangar of big four-engined Anaconda bombers. 
 
    Alma was a red-haired woman in her early fifties. Right now, standing in the doorway of the hangar, she pulled up her computer. 
 
    “Jenkins. Yes, I thought I knew his name. His efficiency reports consistently tell of disrespect for the institution, a burned out man…” 
 
    “I’m telling you something else. And I’m telling you what I want.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, when Alma had had the chance to confer with her boss, General Raymond went up to her. 
 
    “You sure this is what you want?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have asked for it otherwise, sir. And I’m not asking. I’m insisting.” 
 
    “You’re going to put your resignation on your table over this, are you? Right after your own promotion.” 
 
    “You promoted me for executing what was in large part his work. He conceived and planned the ‘miracle’ we needed. Without him covertly working joint, it wouldn’t have happened.” 
 
    “You’re aware of his past efficiency reports. He has attitude.” 
 
    “Maybe he has attitude,” Jaeger said, “because he does what has to be done regardless of how he’s been personally fucked over. He gives a shit anyway. Promote him.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jenkins, slightly scowling as always, stepped forward and saluted General Raymond. 
 
    “In light of your intelligence and planning, and in light of how a sector’s G-2 ought to be of rank commensurate with his position” – that was Raymond making sure he stayed good with the bureaucrats, finding a way out for himself – “you are hereby promoted to the brevet rank of group captain.” 
 
    Jenkins accepted his third square with a look of disbelief on his face. For once the scowl was gone, replaced by shock as much as anything else. 
 
    “As soon as the paperwork is processed, it will become your permanent rank. I will make sure that paperwork is expedited. Congratulations, Group Captain Jenkins.” 
 
    “Sir. Thank you. Sir.” 
 
    Under her breath, Jaeger thought she heard Vice-Marshal Tangetti mutter, “Don’t we have a war to fight?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen,” said Air Vice-Admiral Jaeger to the gathered staff that evening. “Ladies. Congreve.” 
 
    The brigadier-general glared at her. She smiled back. She’d won. 
 
    “For the last two weeks we have had the shit kicked out of us by the Zinj. This evening they marched into Barbiero. But we have preserved our forces and withdrawn in good order. Those civilians who wished to leave Barbiero have left with their lives and some of their property. Everything of military value to the Zinj has been removed or destroyed to the extent possible. 
 
    “And now, people, it is time we used the forces we’ve successfully preserved. The Zinj are at the end of a long supply line; in their haste to attack us, they’ve bitten off more than they can chew. People, they’ve come as far as they’re going to. It is time for us to counterattack.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Combat engineers were laying strip at Cone Hill as the sun set, adding a second runway to the field. Nearby, Khalsan air-defense troops were setting up surface-to-air missile batteries. Across the growing double-runway, the local squadron of Vipers was fueling up to go hunting. 
 
    “No sir,” said Newland to Lieutenant Ojibwe. “It does not at all look like we’re going to abandon this place.” 
 
    “Word is that command’s talking about counterattack,” Troop Sergeant Miser mused. 
 
    “We’re not ready to,” said Newland. 
 
    “Says the man whose company is about to go forwards in strength.” 
 
    They reached the vehicle bays, Newland getting into what was again Bronze One. The fifth vehicle in the troop had been repaired, and new men assigned. The flow of replacements and reinforcements was minimal in Eastern Watch compared to what the other sectors had been getting, but that was only because losses in Eastern, particularly among the heavy armor, had been nothing compared to the disastrous casualties in Southern and North Equatorial watches. 
 
    The troop was back up to five vehicles, and word had it that Corporal Ritchie was recovering well at Sand Harbor Military Hospital. Trooper Holtz had been withdrawn to New Colorado, in the Confederated Union proper, for advanced treatment. And TFC Coleman had come back three days ago, nursing burn bandages all over his right arm and patches under the pants on his right leg, but agitated and itchy to pay the Zinj back. 
 
    With Coleman had come three rookies, although they’d allegedly earned their spurs in other units. Newland wasn’t personally willing to trust, much, anyone who hadn’t cut it with the 75th in the desert and these men had no experience in this desert, but they weren’t his personal problem. He was Bronze One again, with Coleman and the new crew, led by a Corporal Andratti, as Gold Two directly under the LT. 
 
    Next to Troop Two were nine Khalsan jeeps, civilian four- and six-wheelers with machine guns on their pintel mounts and roll bars. They weren’t Raiders and they weren’t in any shape for a serious fight of the kind Raiders and Lancers could handle. Not all of the troops even spoke English, certainly at the lower enlisted level.  
 
    But Troop Two had ridden with Second Platoon, First Company of D Battalion, Bhatt Bhika Regiment, and seen action alongside them in two clashes.  
 
    The turban-wearers might not speak such great English and Newland didn’t quite get their religion – but he’d given them the benefit of the doubt and they’d proven themselves in combat, and that was good enough for him. 
 
    Now, Captain Bradford came with First Willis to inspect the five Raiders. In the corner of his eye he could see the Sikh captain and his first sergeant – actually, that guy’s rank translated as Warrant Officer Class Two, but Newland knew a damn first sergeant when he saw one – looking over the Khalsan jeeps. 
 
    Tied to the backs of two of the Khalsan six-wheelers were loads of ammunition boxes. Riding on the backs of two more were five men, civilians by their dress but harder-looking than all but the toughest of the desert miners Newland had seen.  
 
    They’d kept their mouths shut since flying in this afternoon, except to answer direct questions; they’d been pretty closed-mouthed to even those. Special Forces, he figured. The crates and the men were to be delivered to a certain location about two hundred and eighty miles east-northeast of Cone Hill. That was their first priority. 
 
    Then, they and the Khalsans under Lieutenant Ojibwe’s command, were to go hunting. Zinj rigs, to be destroyed. There was a good list of former legit rigs, sites worth checking out because the Zinj had taken them over in full. Blow them, let the Zinj crews go with whatever food and water they had on hand, move on to the next. Notify the mining companies, in case they wanted to come back. There’d be Khalsans to protect them if they did. Any supply columns, advanced field engineers, mapping probes, to be hit as well. Communications people. 
 
    “So,” said Ojibwe now to the troop’s leaders. “Orders clear. We proceed on out, deliver our payload. Then go hunting. You guys got that?” 
 
    There was a chorus of affirmatives not just from Second Troop’s leaders but from the Khalsan lieutenant, his platoon sergeant and his vehicle sergeants and corporals. The tough fuckers in the back of the Khalsans’ jeeps had been invited to the command-group meeting and one of them had come, but he didn’t so much as nod. 
 
    “Good.” Ojibwe looked around. “Then let’s roll out, shall we? Let’s make some distance before dawn, men!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Charlie Four,” said Runway Control. “Clear to go.” 
 
    “Copy that,” said O’Connor and gunned his engines. His Viper raced along the runway; he pulled the stick back at the right time and took it into the air. 
 
    Out over the desert night the four Vipers flew, going southeast. 
 
    Intermittent clouds occluded the moons and the stars high above them. The planes flew low over the vast desert, O’Connor’s canopy set to lowlight vision. The Zinj had taken to moving their supply convoys at night, where the dust flumes were harder to attack. There was a base reported to be under construction, though, at a known location. 
 
    They flew mostly in silence; not much to say. Barbiero’s fall – Barbiero’s being given up without a fight – had left a bad taste in everyone’s mouth for the last few days. Yes, the Sector Commander probably deserved that promotion for getting the tanks home, but the timing had not been good so far as anyone in the 28th was concerned. ‘Here’s your third star, and the same day you’re going to give an important city to the enemy’. 
 
    O’Connor had wanted to see Barbiero, pay his respects at the cathedral. Attend a service. That wasn’t going to happen now. Damnit. They should have fought for that place. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Coming up on it,” Mordar presently said, about an hour and a half later. 
 
    O’Connor could see on his electronic indicators. Jimmy-Jane’s briefing, information that had probably come from some of the miners still out here who’d gone guerilla, said field engineers had moved onto the rock island, guarded by infantry and at least some light cav. There was certain to be at least some air defense, although the airfield itself wasn’t likely to be operational. 
 
    There’d been a couple of digital photos forwarded from whoever was out this far forwards. Hangars and fuel tank under construction on one side of the runway, lines of tents on the other. Runway being laid, field engineering vehicles all over the place.  
 
    The ever-present communications dishes and antennae that the Zinj guys in the field used to communicate with their AIs, a thousand or more miles back. Near the tents were SAM trucks and a revolving radar. There was a well rig set up, drilling through the rock for water, and foxholes dug around. 
 
    What O’Connor saw now pretty much matched that, several miles away, as they came in at two thousand feet. 
 
    “Shaker, Chaser,” said Mordar. “Hit the SAMs.” 
 
    Jamison and O’Connor peeled off and hit the throttles. Radar-targeting Groundfires were selected. 
 
    Twitch, twitch of the right index-finger. A pair of the missiles streaked from under the wings of each Viper, leaving tails of flame. In the corner of his eye O’Connor could see more missiles flying out from where Mordar and Castle were, flying in on their own attack runs. 
 
    The under-construction base began to come to life, lights erupting as the Vipers screamed in. Targeting radar painted O’Connor for a moment – but only a moment, as the first missile hit its target and the big revolving radar dish went up in a sheet of flame. More fire lit up the night sky as missiles tore up the SAMs, the fuel tanks, a heavy construction vehicle. 
 
    There were technicals and jeeps, and those began to move – circling to make themselves harder targets, opening up with bursts of machine-gun fire toward the incoming aircraft. Below them, troops ran for their foxholes. 
 
    O’Connor and Jamison wheeled around, going low, circling for another pass. 
 
    “Missile lock!” said Castle. “Chaff!” 
 
    There were searchlights going up around the base as the flight of Vipers returned, circling low. O’Connor lined his sights up on a bulldozer, riddled it with cannon fire, and then a vehicle that might have been a power generator, taking it out with another burst that left sparking explosions. Construction equipment burned along the runway as Mordar and Castle swept along it, shooting up everything that they saw. 
 
    O’Connor released another Groundfire into a prefab building, saw it explode; hit the cannon and it chattered as a jeep went into his path and then burned. 
 
    “Boss, we might have company,” Jamison remarked. 
 
    O’Connor, who’d been focused on cutting up the ground targets – this was easy, the last under-construction Zinj base had had more SAMs set up including a couple of well-dug-in ones, and it had been a cat-and-mouse game against the incoming missiles – checked his own radar. Multiple blips, coming in about thirty miles away. Hostile air. 
 
    “Bit late to the party,” Mordar remarked. Below them, the base was burning wreckage. 
 
    “Teach them some respect?” O’Connor asked. 
 
    Mordar thought for a moment, then: 
 
    “Nah. We’ve done what we came here for. Another pass and then disengage.” 
 
    “Hostiles have launched missiles,” Jamison said, although O’Connor could see the yellow blips just fine on his own. Someone on the ground was probably feeding them targeting data. 
 
    That had to be by radio, and O’Connor couldn’t see any aerials standing. Must have one hidden somewhere, or snaked by a wire to a more distant one. 
 
    “Scratch that last pass. Down low and let’s scram.” 
 
    Out of sight from the base, flying low, the missiles fell off their radar. The planes who’d fired them fell back, although O’Connor wanted to turn around and engage. 
 
    Nope. A fair fight in the air wasn’t what they were out here to do. 
 
    “Time to go hunting supply runs,” Mordar said. “Stay high and keep your eyes peeled for sensor indications.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Stained glass cascaded down toward a crowded St. Augustine’s Square. Major Daoud Aboud watched as the field engineers swung their sledgehammers through another of the cathedral’s elaborate windows. 
 
    A shame, Aboud thought, as a mullah chanted glory to Allah from the high stone balcony facing the square. They had been pretty decorations, although it was understandable that as false icons they had to be destroyed. 
 
    “And Allah has once again, again and again, brought us victory! Allah has given us Barbiero! Allah will give us El Ablado and Red Mesa! Allah will give us Torres and Sand Harbor! To Allah we pledge this victory mosque upon the territory Allah has granted us! Because Allah will give us the world to rule in His name!” 
 
    At the top of the steeple, the field engineers who had been hammering away, destroying the ornate carved stone around the smashed-in windows there, began to hoist up modular curved sections of gold layered over steel. They would become the mosque’s dome, replacing the steeple. 
 
    In front of the cathedral, hundreds-of-years-old furniture had been ripped out, piled and doused in gasoline. Now one of the mullahs lit a flare, raised it to cheers – including Aboud’s, he might have had his doubts about destroying pretty idols, but they were false idols and they were celebrating a major symbolic victory here! – and dropped it onto the bonfire. 
 
    Flames, the flames of Allah, lit up in front of the sacked cathedral. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The desecration of the cathedral, as recorded by Zinj cameras and proudly spread globally, played on a screen in the background as Jaeger gathered her staff in the newly-expanded command bunker. 
 
    Some of its walls were unfinished rock, terminals sitting against them and bundles of wiring duct-taped in. Laying carpet had been easier than laying floor, but people coming in and out had already trodden a layer of fine yellow sand into that carpet. 
 
    But it was a proper command center at the very least, with a state-of-the-art digital plotting table the size of a ping-pong table in the center of it. Right now it showed a holographic map of Eastern Watch, with her units marked in blue – the various aircraft squadrons, the carriers, tank battalions and base locations of the cavalry companies – and known Zinj marked in red, the shade of red depending on the certainty of the intelligence indicating them.. 
 
    There was far, far more red than blue, especially if you counted the pale-red formations. The Zinj were spreading out, digging in, and she simply didn’t have the air assets – not given the losses she’d taken – to deal with it. 
 
    It could have been worse. She could have been Lieutenant-General Grigg in Southern Watch, where the Zinj were relentlessly advancing on Torres. There’d been a battle this morning, Khalsan, Westrian and Anglian armor helping CU forces blunt one Zinj spearhead.  
 
    Grafs and Junkers, and the Anglian Baron-III kiloheavies, had met Zinj Di’ibs, Wahibs and B-12s head-on; then a regiment of Khalsan Royal Guard had slammed into the Zinj column in a flanking move that had left dozens of Zinj armored vehicles smoldering wreckage. A victory, although given the pressing situation there not much of one. One column out of three had been halted, and Torres was still endangered. 
 
    She turned her mind away. Torres wasn’t her problem, for now. Her problem – or the Zinj’s problem – was Barbiero. 
 
    “People,” she said to her staff. “Conference room. We’ve made a decision.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Conroy,” Jaeger said to her aide. 
 
    Sub-Commander Conroy hit a button. Behind Jaeger on the screen appeared a stylized artistic photograph of the steeple of the Cathedral of St. Augustine’s, stained-glass windows gleaming in evening sun. 
 
    She addressed a staff of about twenty people, her direct subordinates and their deputies, including the colonel who was Cosgreve’s deputy. Her now-subordinate had been avoiding her since her promotion, touring his tank units when he wasn’t buried in his office. She didn’t mind. 
 
    “A week and a half ago, we were forced to abandon the city of Barbiero, home to an ancient-by-our-world’s-standards cathedral. Yesterday the Zinj did this.” 
 
    Cut to a more current photo of the steeple, from almost the same angle. The stained glass windows smashed, Zinj field engineers working on the carved stone, the bells thrown out. 
 
    “They’re making it into a victory mosque. Another of their victory mosques. Now, I don’t know all of your religious affiliations” – well, she could probably tell the Khalsan liaison’s – “and I’m personally an atheist, but St. Augustine’s is a site of global cultural significance. We don’t have the resources on the ground, yet, to march back into Barbiero. We don’t have the forces for that kind of a ground operation and they’re too strong there anyway. 
 
    “But if we can’t have the Cathedral of St. Augustine’s, the Zinj are not going to build another of their damn symbols there. In four days, we are going to bomb it into rubble.” 
 
    There was an outcry. 
 
    “Ma’am, the site is globally heritage listed,” a commander from the Operations section cried out impulsively. 
 
    “Commander Balsbaugh,” Jaeger said, “may I point out to you what the enemy has already done?” 
 
    “Ma’am,” Balsbaugh replied, chastened. Commanders didn’t speak up against vice-admirals. 
 
    “Vice-Admiral, this isn’t going to play well in the media or on the international stage,” said Command Leading Chief Smythe flatly. 
 
    “We’re not playing, Smythe,” said Jaeger in a tone that had frozen hardened black operators. “This war is no longer cold and the Cathedral of St. Augustine is no more. It is now a Zinj victory mosque. One that we are going to deny them. 
 
    “We’re going to give them fair warning. I’m going to write up a letter that we are going to publicly drop so that the civilians can get out of Barbiero. Today is Sunday; the attack will be scheduled for Thursday at midday, their local time.” 
 
    “You know they’re going to stuff the place with civilians just so we look bad, ma’am,” said Holt. 
 
    “Can’t say I care. I also know they’re going to reinforce the place with all the defenses they can bring in from across the sector. We’ll take the risk and the losses. Tangetti, I want your staff to draw up plans for getting past them with the amount of bombs we need to turn the place to rubble. But do not, I repeat, do not, move units from their present positions unless I personally direct otherwise. 
 
    “Group Captain Jenkins, I want you to keep us apprised of Zinj movements with regard to that defense. Using all available assets, I want you to track their movements toward Barbiero. In detail. We have some idea what they have; I want to know where they are at all times on their road toward us. 
 
    “Group Captain Cruz” – logistics – “your first task is to coordinate the letter, which I will dictate to you, and its drop on or around Barbiero.” 
 
    “They’re already defending the place intensely,” observed Commander Balsbaugh. “One does not simply walk a leaflet-drop into Barbiero.” 
 
    “Find a way. I’d suggest removing the explosives from a couple of ER-220 cruise missiles and launching them in the general direction of the city. Smythe, you came up through Ordnance; help with that, please. 
 
    “Sub-Commander Stephenson” – the sector Public Affairs Officer – “I want your assistance with making sure the Zinj know we’re coming. Draw up a press release; I’ll provide what footage you need.  
 
    “Make it clear that on Thursday the 22nd, local time – their side of the Date Line, it will be Wednesday the 21st in the CU, and I want that point in particular made absolutely clear, no confusion at all on the exact time – at midday local time, we are going to level the victory mosque formerly known as St. Augustine’s Cathedral. They can defend it all they like. I am going to bring that building down.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “…they can defend it all they like,” the one-eyed bitch of a demon-possessed infidel whore known as al-Sayyad said to the screen.  
 
    Front-General Najit Jafar al-Rafsa, the Emir of Khalat, scowled hard. Bitch. Infidel bitch. There would be a hot place for her in Shaitan’s flames, hopefully soon. 
 
    “…but I am going to turn that building into rubble. Much of Barbiero may be laid waste alongside it. Civilians are advised to leave the area by midday on Thursday the 22nd, for their own safety.” 
 
    “For their own safety,” Jafar laughed to an assembled room of his senior officers; corps-generals and division-generals for the most part, with a few highborn aides of lower military rank. “Division-General Mafur, you are responsible for making sure no civilian leaves the city. And scour the slums of Veld Tamu. Children. I want children between the ages of three and ten, as many as can be found among the lower castes and subject peoples. Empty the orphanages. 
 
    “You are to gather them up and bring them into Barbiero, to fill the cathedral with them. We will hope that a few of her bombers do get through the iron wall of defense we will throw up around this city. It will ruin the CU’s reputation on the global stage; it is an atrocity that will destroy her country’s reputation, as the destroyer of a mosque full of children! 
 
    “al-Sayyad has allowed herself to become blinded by her own hatred of us,” Jafar declared, his teeth bared into a sharp grin. “She has given us the very date and location at which she will attack. In the interests of ‘humanity,’ as though an infidel can be fully human, she has given us the disposition of our forces.” 
 
    He looked around at his senior officers, his teeth still bared. 
 
    “Move everything you can move into position. On Thursday 22nd at midday, I want everything around Barbiero. They will attack, and they will be annihilated. Allah has finally allowed al-Sayyad to make a mistake, and the Confederated Union will pay for it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, an urgent call came through to Jaeger. 
 
    “The theater commander wants to speak with you, ma’am. Personally. He’s waiting on the line,” said Sub-Commander Conroy. 
 
    “I’ll take it in the secure room,” Jaeger said. She’d been expecting this. 
 
    That was a room she’d specifically ordered the construction – and reconstruction, after the headquarters had been destroyed on the opening day of the war – of. It was a Faraday cage inside a Faraday cage inside a room hermetically sealed against every mode of surveillance known to the West.  
 
    The interstellars could probably listen in with ease – the interstellars could reverse aging and travel between the stars, for God’s sake – but Jaeger was almost certain nobody on Arkin could. 
 
    The inside was small, about eight feet by ten, with plain chairs and a small table. Sound-absorbing corrugated white walls and a phone receiver for the single layer of fiber-optic cable that ran through the electrically-charged Faraday mesh. 
 
    “Is this a secure line, sir?” was the first thing she asked General Raymond. 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “I mean on the encryption level. I know what you’re going to ask me and sir, I respectfully request that you talk with your crypto techs and call me back. And do so from your secure room. Sir.” 
 
    Raymond sighed. 
 
    “I have reasons, sir.” 
 
    “Very well, Vice-Admiral. I hope they’re good ones.” 
 
    He put down the phone. A few minutes later he called back. 
 
    “Jaeger?” 
 
    “Yessir.” 
 
    “I have been assured by my senior cryptological technician that this line is absolutely secure. Nobody will hear this conversation but us. You are seriously so paranoid, Vice-Admiral, that you would not trust your own staff to hear whatever you’re going to say?” 
 
    “General, I know how intelligence works. Information always gets out. Senior staff talk to junior staff who let things slip where there are hungry ears. There are Zinj intelligence assets in Sand Harbor, I know it. As a professional spy, sir, trust me on this one.” 
 
    “Spy my left ass cheek. You spent most of your career on wetwork; actual gathering of intelligence came second to killing sheikhs and mullahs to you.” 
 
    “Sir. I knew my craft,” Jaeger said coldly. 
 
    “Calm down, Vice-Admiral. You were valuable both at gathering intelligence and reducing Zinj capabilities, everyone agrees. You don’t completely trust your own staff; very well, if this is acceptable then it stays between us only. 
 
    “The public is howling, Vice-Admiral. They’re calling you a monster for destroying a major civilian target. Whether or not you warned them to get out.” 
 
    “As though the Zinj haven’t been destroying our rigs for over a decade. Murdering our miners. Without warning.” 
 
    “Not always our miners. But I get your point. Still, there’s public outcry.” 
 
    “It’ll be over in four days. Ignore it, sir. Here’s the real plan…” 
 
    When she was done explaining, Raymond was silent for a few long moments as he digested. 
 
    “And this is why we gave a sector command to someone like you,” he finally said. “Very well. Do it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    O’Connor sat drinking a beer at a table in a civilian bar, part of the Cone Hill mining town. The cold beer – the bar wasn’t air-conditioned, the tough miners were used to the heat during the day and the cold at night, but they made up for it by storing their beers just a degree or two above freezing – tasted good in his throat. 
 
    “So what do guys you think about this whole cathedral-bombing thing?” ‘Ironrod’ Black asked them, sipping from his own beer. 
 
    “I think it’s a load of shit, myself,” said ‘Junkie’ Gamache. “Why are we warning the bastards?” 
 
    “So we don’t kill civilians. It makes perfect sense,” said O’Connor. 
 
    “Three quarters of the civilian population left Barbiero when we evacuated the place,” said Gamache. “The 54th were flying cover on those guys, remember? And they saw action, the Zinj tried to kill the fucking refugees. And did get a few.” 
 
    “The Zinj are ice,” Mordar said. “Pure ice. Don’t consider their morals because they don’t have any.” 
 
    “Everyone has morals. They’re our enemies, sure,” said O’Connor. He sipped again on his drink. “But they’ve got to have their own codes. Their own honor, in some way.” 
 
    “What I don’t get,” said Castle, “is why the hell the sector commander warned them. Makes our job a lot harder. They’re going to bring in every surface-to-air for hundreds of miles. Their interceptors, too. We’re going to have a real fight. Old Eyepatch wasn’t thinking, was she?” 
 
    “Old fucking Eyepatch?” Jamison laughed. “That’s what they’re calling the sector commander nowadays?” 
 
    “Old Eyepatch. Lady One-Eye,” said Castle. “Some of the cavalry have taken to calling her Odin.” 
 
    “Jesus. I know she needs a nickname, but nobody can come up with anything better than that?” 
 
    “Some of the senior armor officers,” ‘Ironrod’ Black put in, “have different names for her.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Mrs. Cowardly Fuckwit, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “For God’s sake, she brought the tanks home. They wouldn’t have a command but for her,” said Mordar. 
 
    “And she got your kids these twenty-four hour passes,” said ‘Ripsaw’ Brusil, coming by. A beer was in the tall slim, brown-skinned squadron XO’s hand. “It’s on her orders that we’ve relaxed the tempo for a little. To get everyone ready for Big Thursday.” 
 
    Yeah, thought O’Connor. That made sense. 
 
    He didn’t know what the sector commander was thinking in calling her plays like that, but he did respect the humanity of her decision. Either way, it was going to be a big damn fight Thursday. 
 
    He for one was looking forward to it. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    “All right, pack up!” Major Abdul Hassan yelled. He slashed his whip at the shoulders of a slow-moving enlisted man. Missed as the little punk flinched, lashed him across his neck instead. “Get moving! Get the missiles loaded and go.” 
 
    They had four hundred miles to go in three days, plus time to set the SAM batteries up around Barbiero. 
 
    It was a pity. They were in an excellently defensible location right now, although the armored regiment they were attached to was also moving, part of the greater concentration of force around Barbiero.  
 
    Everything on the northern part of this front – the southern part of this front, known to the enemy as Southern Watch, was busily pressing on Torres, a multiple-pronged attack that would hopefully have that city in Zinj hands two weeks from now – was moving to locations around Barbiero. 
 
    The enemy thought they were going to bomb the victory mosque? Thought they were going to destroy the victory mosque, were they? Well, al-Sayyad had made a mistake on this one. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Major Daoud Aboud watched the column below move southwest. Field engineers and ground troops, who’d been setting up another airbase. New orders, to put everything into the defense of Barbiero, had put that on hold. They’d just finished building their own defensive positions, but now they were going out. 
 
    Aboud’s own squadron had been redeployed to a half-finished base south of Barbiero, to make room for a pair of Murad squadrons. More field engineers were on their way to expand the base. It was the 20th; on the 23rd at midday al-Sayyad’s planes would attack, possibly her ground troops as well. 
 
    They would run into an iron wall, a term the Emir was fond of using. And they would be annihilated. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They’re moving to defend,” said Jenkins. On the big holographic plotting table he displayed the known Zinj movements; troops leaving their bases empty or with only caretaker staffs, everything the al-Rafsas had in Eastern Watch and much of the Djegounis. 
 
    “Forced cooperation between the clans must be really pissing them off,” Jaeger observed. Clearly the Council had a hand, both in forcing the concerted attacks on Torres in the south, and in moving to defend Barbiero. The al-Rafsas had snatched Barbiero first; the Djegounis had to be seething. 
 
    Najit Jafar, on the other hand, had to be grinning like a hashed-up fanatic. The Emir of Khalat was a smart man, but not nearly as smart as his wise old father. Khanjit Jafar had been seventy-two years old and as clever an old fox as they’d come, when his limousine had gone boom courtesy of a pair of Jaeger’s operatives. The fortunes of the al-Rafsa clan had fallen since. 
 
    They’re about to fall further. 
 
    “How confident are you on these movements, Jenkins?” 
 
    “High certainty. I’ve been communicating directly with Ranger, Pathfinder, beret and Forward Recon elements in their rear. We have cavalry detachments observing dust plumes and one company made a raid on a base that turned out to have been abandoned. Aircraft reconnaissance, too, observe that they’re moving everything they have.” 
 
    “This is insanity,” said Tangetti. “Ma’am, we can’t get past what they’re putting in front of us.” 
 
    “Vice-Marshal.” Jaeger turned to look at his operations officer. No, she speaks perfect sense. I can’t chew her out. 
 
    “I want you to move these units” – she highlit a pair of squadrons based at the Marse Rock field – “to here. I want the 65th and the 108th moved there, to Cone Hill. I see you’ve executed the earlier movements.” 
 
    “Which don’t make sense given what you have in mind, ma’am.” Squadrons were being moved to locations to the northwest and southwest of Barbiero. “I understand you want to overwhelm them with attacks from multiple vectors, but – look at this intel!” 
 
    With her own pointer, Tangetti showed anti-aircraft units on the move. She hit a few buttons of her own, launched projected locations; in two days they’d be dug in firmly around Barbiero, multiple layers deep. 
 
    “Ma’am, we’d do better to hit them all from one point with as much concentration of force as we can. Basic military strategy, ma’am!” Jaeger could tell the sector operations officer was forcing herself to stifle some comment about spies as opposed to soldiers. 
 
    Good self-control. 
 
    “We do it my way,” she said. “You think all these movements can be fully executed, everything fully in place, by tomorrow night?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” said Tangetti. “May it go on the record that I question the judgment of this, given the stated objective and the known information. May it go on the record that I question the judgment of this whole operation?” 
 
    “Noted, Vice-Marshal.” 
 
    Jaeger turned to Holt. 
 
    “You agree with the operations officer?” 
 
    “On her movement timeline, ma’am?” 
 
    I think I can guess from your tone what you think of my judgment. 
 
    “Just the movement timeline. Will the squadrons be in place? And the cavalry elements?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I think so.” 
 
    The cavalry were being organized into half-battalion combat groups; eight of them, each mixed Khalsan jeeps and CU Raiders and Lancers. In the interests of diplomacy, half were commanded by Khalsans.  
 
    Their function would be to hit the outer layers of SAMs and protect against any counterattack the Zinj might launch against forward bases; to that end they were being dispersed well around Barbiero, to the north and south. 
 
    “By tomorrow morning?” 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re rushing this, ma’am. But yes.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Everyone dug in, sir. Refueling now,” Troop Sergeant Miser reported to Ojibwe, who’d been talking sports with Newland. Ojibwe was a Vultures fan, and Newland didn’t rate their playoff odds one bit. Metropolis might have had the better rugby team, but their last basketball championship had been decades ago. 
 
    “Camo nets set up properly?” The one above this dugout had been, but that wasn’t the case everywhere. “Let me check personally, actually.” 
 
    “Major Ranjit’s already doing that.” 
 
    Ranjit was the commander of the bi-national combat group, which comprised a company of Khalsan jeeps along with India Company. The jeeps were there for added firepower; India Company was supposed to absorb the hits. 
 
    Like we haven’t been doing enough of that, Newland thought. 
 
    They were deployed forwards, dug in and ready to strike. For some reason – according to Regiment, it had come from Sector – this particular placement had been dictated in advance, as was tomorrow’s jumping-off point. Micromanagement hadn’t been sector command’s style before; it wasn’t Colonel Montiguez’ either, and word had it he wasn’t thrilled. 
 
    This was the evening of the 19th. Midday the 21st it was going to go nuts. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Senior Colonel Afzal al-Malik al-Sayidi listened to the radio chatter from the flag bridge of his carrier, the Fist of Allah. Nominally he had been cooperating with the cowardly Djegounis and the worthless al-Rafsas, sending occasional token flights out from the carrier’s six squadrons. But he had been conserving them, conserving his resources because resupply was limited this far west. 
 
    The Fist of Allah and its supporting elements, a number of overland trains for supply provisioning and a battalion of B-12 tanks for immediate security, had been sitting in its current location, in a valley about three hundred miles north-northwest of Barbiero, since the fall of that city, protected and hidden by hills on either side. 
 
    The survival or destruction of the Barbiero victory mosque was not a matter the al-Sayidis had a stake in; until forces came up, and they were on their way and getting close to the front areas, the al-Sayidi clan did not have a meaningful presence in this area. Other al-Sayidis were about to arrive in the southern part, a multiple-carrier multiple-group task force that ought to be the final bit of pressure on Torres. 
 
    But for now, here, al-Malik had decided this would not be a fight he would join. Let the Emir of Khalat be humiliated, or let al-Sayyad break her demon-possessed teeth on her. It was all the same to him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Sub-Commander Conroy,” Jaeger said. “I’m going to be holding a night readiness exercise tomorrow morning. Notify all sector staff that at 0300, two hours before dawn, they are to report to their duty positions.” 
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense, ma’am,” said Holt, who was standing nearby. 
 
    “You don’t agree, Air Vice-Marshal Holt, that sector command staff must be ready to work at all hours, in case the enemy mounts a surprise operation against us? They’re not always going to cooperate with our schedule, you know.” 
 
    “The morning of the day before we execute a major operation, ma’am?” 
 
    “Very well, Holt. Because I said so. Does that satisfy you?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It was a dark, cold, starlit night. Jaeger looked out across the Sand Harbor fields; there was activity even at this hour. A civilian transport was being loaded with crates of refined minerals; somehow despite the war the miners were still working.  
 
    Mayor Quint had said that some of them even felt safer, now the two-bit harassment had stopped. When the Zinj moved they moved in force for the most part, which meant they didn’t go as many places across the vast desert. And now that the restrictive rules of engagement had been thrown out the window, it was a lot more dangerous for them.  
 
    She checked her watch: 2:58. Very well, time to go in. 
 
    The staff didn’t look particularly happy, and a higher-than-usual number of them were drinking coffee. Jenkins at least wasn’t smoking, something she’d almost made a bet with herself on. The promotion had done something to improve his attitude but not much; after years of being passed over, the bitterness must have worked its way into his personality. 
 
    “Senior people, to me,” she said. “Oh, and Captain Vikanian?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
    “I want this headquarters sealed to a hermetic level. Until I specifically authorize you, nobody leaves this bunker and nobody communicates outward.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” That was an unusual request, to say the least. There was a murmur of ‘what’s? from the two dozen other intelligence, communications, operations and liaison officers, too. 
 
    “You people are to give Command Leading Chief Smythe your personal communications devices. Anyone holding out, and records will be analyzed later, I will have court-martialed. Yes, this is an unusual order. It is also a direct one. Smythe, you are to secure those devices.” 
 
    When everyone had handed over their personal phones and tablets to the sector’s senior NCO, Jaeger took out a data drive and held it up. 
 
    “I apologize for the extraordinary secrecy, people. But I’m not taking chances. As you all know, I have publicly pledged to destroy the St. Augustine’s victory mosque at midday tomorrow. The Zinj are currently moving everything they have to protect that mosque.” 
 
    A broad grin erupted across Group Captain Jenkins’ face. Yes, she should have figured he’d be the first to catch on. 
 
    “Tangetti, these are the new operations orders.” She handed her a chip. “Translate these into proper and distribute them to their units. They should be adequately supplied to carry at least the first two waves of them out.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” said Tangetti. “Just what is going on here?” 
 
    “Changed my mind,” said Jaeger glibly.  
 
    “The Zinj think I’m blinded by hatred. Oh, I hate them, but I’m not blind and I’m not a monster. The Emir of Khalat is moving everything he has, as I said, to – if he’s still the man he was, I’ll bet he’s used the term ‘iron wall’ to describe the lines of defense he’s building. Moving all his units out of their nice dug-in defensive positions. They’re on the road now, vulnerable and all the more vulnerable because they think they know when our attack is coming. 
 
    “They’re out in the open and we’re going to have complete surprise. None of our planes are going to go near Barbiero. But we are going to destroy every Zinj unit on their way to Barbiero. Strikes begin at dawn.” 
 
    Others were grinning, most of the command staff. 
 
    Tangetti went over to her and bowed her head. 
 
    “Ma’am, I apologize for doubting you.” 
 
    “I apologize for keeping you all in the dark. Vice-Marshal Tangetti, your doubts were entirely correct given what you thought was going on. You were displaying sound military judgment in context.” 
 
    She lowered her voice. 
 
    “Besides – Zinj. Does anyone here seriously think they wouldn’t have been flying every low-caste and subject-people child they could round up into St. Augustine’s?” 
 
    “They can’t really be that bad, ma’am,” said Cruz. 
 
    Jaeger looked her G-4 in the eye. 
 
    “Look up some of the things they’ve done to their subject peoples, Supply. Look up some of what they did after New Canaan fell. Look up what they do to the dhimmi kids they don’t think are janissary material.” 
 
    Because she’d had nightmares about some of what she’d seen, much of what her people had experienced. It had taken interstellar-grade drugs and a lot of therapy to get past the screaming nightmares. That, and hatred, had channeled her into the person she was. They had made Elisabeth Jaeger into al-Sayyad, a name given in hatred – in returned hatred – that she had become proud of. 
 
    She snapped herself out of it. 
 
    “Yes, the Zinj are that bad. They’re worse than you’ve ever imagined. But imagine later, people; right now we have work to do. Tangetti, you and your staff turn my operations orders into material for mission briefings. Cowell” – that was the Army liaison – “get on the line to Montiguez and give him the file I’m about to send you. It contains directions for his own operations staff; they can translate it into operations orders. Jenkins, you—” 
 
    “Double-check location and disposition of all those tasty exposed Zinj assets?” The intelligence officer was still grinning broadly. “On it. Ma’am.” 
 
    “Correct. And Holt?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
    “I want you to bring the sector up to Level Two alert immediately. Awaken every pilot, aircrewman, ground crewman, grunt, cavalryman, tanker and support staffer in Eastern Watch and get them ready. Half an hour before dawn, in ninety minutes, we hit them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
     “These orders just came in from Sector,” said Jimmy-Jane in front of a hastily-assembled 28th Squadron.  
 
    Hastily-awoken ground crews were preparing the Vipers now, checking the planes over and loading fuel and ammo. The pilots in the Cone Hill ready room were still adjusting their flight suits, and one of the squadron supply NCOs had made coffee. People sipped from cups as the operations officer spoke. 
 
    “Turns out that the sector commander isn’t quite as accommodating to the enemy as we thought. The Zinj are absolutely convinced that we’re coming tomorrow at noon. We hit them today in an hour – strikes scheduled to commence across the sector half an hour before dawn. A and C Flights, this is your objective.” 
 
    Jimmy-Jane hit a button, brought up photos. High-level surveillance of an airfield about fifty miles north of Barbiero. 
 
    “As far as we can tell, this place is normally home to two squadrons of Djinn. They’ve beefed it up with two squadrons of Assads, possibly Murads on the way, signals intelligence isn’t a hundred percent. You’re to fly nape-of-the-earth and hit them on the ground. On the way back, there’s a surface-to-air missile site.” 
 
    There were a few groans. 
 
    “Oh, hell no. This isn’t a Paddy-pounder mission. This surface-to-air missile site is on the road, not dug in, and almost certainly unprepared. It takes the Zinj half an hour to set up even a mobile SAM battery, and this is a static one, pulled from elsewhere in the air-defense network they’re building. They’re not going to have time to become a threat. You’re to hit them while they’re unprepared with all the remaining ordnance you have, then come back and reload. 
 
    “We have, according to Sector, what we staff weenies like to call a ‘target-rich environment.’ Your first sorties are going to have complete surprise; even when that’s burned, they’re not going to be able to do much about how they’re out in the open. 
 
    “B and D Flights; Sub-Commander Brusil, you and Black and your merry marauders are to shoot up the armor near this air-defense battalion, B-12 tanks that the light cavalry coming in after you won’t be able to deal with. They’ll clear the air-defense away and then you go in and help the Rattlesnakes you’ll be escorting to finish off these guys over here. Re-arm and get ready. You guys all clear on what you’re to do?” 
 
    Hauraki took the podium. 
 
    “We’re finally going on the offensive, people. We’re outnumbered, we’re outnumbered significantly, but since when have the Smoking Skulls given a damn about that?” 
 
    “Never!” O’Connor and a few others cheered. 
 
    “We’ll kick their asses anyway!” 
 
    “You all know what we’re to do. And then we come back and we refuel and we rearm and we hit them again! And again! And again! Ake ake, Skulls!” 
 
    “Kia kaha!” O’Connor pounded his fist into the air.  
 
    Get them! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The carrier Alexio was coming to life as pilots pulled on flight suits and ran for their ready rooms. Not as though a MAB was ever really asleep; the carrier had a constant high flight of patrolling aircraft at all times in the field, and a squadron of Cobras or Vipers on 24/7 standby status in case something did erupt. 
 
    But now everything was being brought to ready status. Pilots and aircrew pulled on flight suits and ran to their ready rooms. Half-dressed staff officers received the mission orders Sector had sent and translated them into mission briefings, fingers typing frantically. Ground crews began prepping aircraft. 
 
    From the flag bridge, Senior Group Captain Tara Davidson watched the activity on the flight deck. Most of the real action was happening downstairs as planes and staff prepped, but some of the Alexio’s complement was stored on the flight deck, and the carrier’s two lifts were in full operation both ways. 
 
    “Doesn’t it feel good to finally counterattack?” she asked Group Captain Brockman, her CAG. 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” he said. “God yes it does. Finally!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Charlie Three, Charlie Four, you are cleared to launch,” said Runway Control. O’Connor pushed his throttle forwards; the Viper raced along the runway into the air. Engines roaring under him, he fell into position on Jamison’s wing.  
 
    In a pair of fingers-four formations, hugging the dirt at eight hundred feet, the eight fighters of A and C Flights raced northeast, heading for their objectives in the cold pre-dawn darkness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the field, you didn’t have coffee; you had energy drinks instead. Freezing at night, hot as fuck during the day because refrigeration stayed inside the wire with the coffee urns. 
 
    Maybe I’m getting old, Newland thought as he sipped his in the icy pre-dawn. It was better than drinking them hot-as-fuck, he had to admit, but he’d have given his right nut for a twenty-ounce of steaming-hot coffee right now. The younger enlisted men – and he’d been one of those once, not so damn long ago – thought of this kind of thing as a test of personal toughness. 
 
    No. As you get older it’s not a toughness challenge, it just sucks. 
 
    Barocce, a gearhead who knew more about engines than his rank might have implied, was making a final check under their Raider’s hood. Reiss and Wagner were striking camp, folding up the camouflage netting. Personal sleeping bags had been stowed already.  
 
    Newland nodded approvingly to himself; he had a good crew. They didn’t need supervision on this kind of thing. 
 
    “Newland,” said Miser. “Come on over here. Briefing time.” 
 
    Ojibwe and the Khalsan platoon leadership – Second Lieutenant Takhar and Staff Sergeant Rama – were already waiting, sipping their own energy drinks. Rama was a squat heavy man in his early thirties with a bushy beard; Takhar was lean and in his mid-twenties, his own beard a sharply-trimmed rectangle. 
 
    “Newland, Takhar, Rama,” said Bradford. He was tailed by Willis and the company XO, Lieutenant Meyer. “You may have heard; plans have suddenly changed. The thing about hitting St. Augustine’s was an elaborate feint all along.” 
 
    He unfolded a map. The other men gathered around it. 
 
    “This is an enemy anti-aircraft battery. About eighty miles east of here. We’re to speed through the night. Our aircraft are going to hit them from above, hopefully before they can set up. They’ll be primarily targeting radar and anti-air defensive systems, but Zinj triple-A is going to have enough manpads to make prolonged strafing a risky proposition. You guys’ job, with Fourth Troop’s Lancers, is to go in and finish them off. 
 
    “Lieutenant Meyer,” Bradford said, “you’re in overall charge of the operation; Lieutenant Ojibwe, Ensign Baldwin and Second Lieutenants Takhar and Nayyar will report to you. But it’s not a complex plan; go into what the planes have already shot up, destroy everything and kill everyone, then await further orders.” 
 
    “Will we be taking prisoners, Captain sir?” Takhar asked in his lilting accent. 
 
    “If you can stuff them into your jeeps, by all means bring ‘em home. If you can’t – Sector has said she wants this unit erased from the Zinj order of battle. Is that clear to you all?” 
 
    Clear enough to Newland. 
 
    “Yessir,” they said. 
 
    “Good. Haul ass out of here. The sooner you get there after those planes hit, the easier your job will be. And the planes are already on the way.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    O’Connor flew on Jamison’s wing, low enough over the empty ground that they had to rise to cross hills and veer around the occasional jagged rock-spire. They flew below what was hoped to be Zinj radar capability, at seven hundred or so feet; the minimum safe altitude weighted like they were at the speed they were going. And they flew in radio silence; burst transmissions only, and no chit-chat. 
 
    The Vipers were heavily loaded; multiple Dropfire Decimal bombs, five-hundred pound bombs that could be split on the fly into tenths. They carried Groundfire missiles as well, and only one Skyfire air-to-air missile per plane. If things went right on this first strike, they wouldn’t encounter air resistance at all. 
 
    A good thing. O’Connor’s plane was – they all were – maxed out weight-wise, feeling sluggish. Part of the reason they weren’t flying even lower was the reduced responsiveness due to that weight; the Vipers were less agile than they should be due to all the ordnance they were carrying. 
 
    Well – O’Connor grinned, as they headed over a rise in the ground – they wouldn’t be carrying it all for much longer. The Zinj had no idea what was about to hit them! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Flying Officer Second-Class Mabruk Idris couldn’t sleep. He tossed and turned in his bunk, forced his eyes closed, counted goats, prayed to Allah, but no luck. Presently, after hours had passed, he pulled on some robes, stepped into his boots, and after a moment’s thought – even the junior’ pilots’ quarters at this base were heated, but it was going to be frigid outside – added a warm over-robe. 
 
    It had been rough getting back, after the laager they’d been counting on for supplies had been sacked and burned. Mullah Sanjani had consulted with his junior mullah, there had been a few minutes spent in prayer, and then Sanjani had spoken quietly with Major Quarish.  
 
    The acting battalion commander had then decreed that it was Allah’s will that what was left of the battalion should die gloriously but experienced pilots should be returned to safety so they could fly again. 
 
    Idris, Major Muhammed, Flying Officer Third-Class Suleiman and the crippled Squadron-Colonel Hafiz had piled into a six-wheeled jeep, with another technical – chosen by Quarish, its crew trying to hide their relief and gratitude – along as an escort. They’d headed for a laager a day’s trip away, arrived there to find it had been bombed pretty hard but not completely destroyed; ground troops had at least not sacked it.  
 
    There had been some water and gasoline available, and from there it had been an only moderately uncomfortable trip – the worst part had really been Squadron-Colonel Hafiz, whose career was over, relegated as a cripple to subordinate staff duties for the rest of his life, snarling at everything and everyone; Idris had been glad the former squadron commander hadn’t had a whip – back to a laager still further east, this one untouched by the enemy.  
 
    That had given them the fuel to reach a forward armor encampment, and from there to an under-construction forward airbase where they’d found space on a returning cargo helicopter belonging to the field engineers. 
 
    It wasn’t that bad memory keeping Idris awake now; it had been rough but it had ended well enough. At times he wondered what had happened to the remains of that battalion; he’d heard somewhere they’d been written off without conflict, left to die on the vine because resupply couldn’t be spared for them. Someone had said they’d thrown themselves into the path of one of the enemy heavy tank battalions, hoping to take a few of the enemy with them. But those had just been rumors. 
 
    No, right now it was – just a sense of unease. Now, dressed, he headed out of the room he shared with two other pilots, a cot against each wall, and went for a walk. 
 
    He could see his squadron of Djinn and the sister squadron, some of them in hangars for maintenance. Others were parked by the flight line. The Assads too, twenty-four of them; two squadrons that had been flown in to defend Barbiero against al-Sayyad’s bombing threat. He passed a squadron of Murads, nodding to a sentry who bowed his head in return. 
 
    The flight control tower was a four-story mushroom of concrete with a forest of dishes and antennae on top. A prefabricated plastic stairway led up around the mushroom’s stalk; the steps creaked under Hafiz’ boots as he climbed them. 
 
    Two thirds of the circular room at the top was empty, devoted to flight control when there were planes active. Right now nobody was flying from this base, everyone asleep in preparation for tomorrow’s storm. But the other third of the room was at least partially manned; Flying Officer First-Class Nawaz and a couple of flying officers third-class Idris didn’t know sat in front of control screens. 
 
    “Can’t sleep?” Nawaz asked. 
 
    Idris nodded and took a seat. 
 
    “Anything happening?” 
 
    The base, like most of the other Zinj forward bases, no longer had active radar. That did nothing but attract trouble from the CU, who’d taken to firing radar-seeking missiles in on the places at long range. Instead there were five radar points spaced unevenly around the base, each of which would go live for a few seconds every minute or so. 
 
    “Nope. CU’s asleep too. Want some coffee?” 
 
    Idris shook his head. 
 
    “Going back to bed soon. Give sleep another try.” 
 
    From here, you could see the first shades of dawn starting to rise in the east. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Nawaz. “Radar spot. Station Two, this time.” 
 
    One of the FO3s hit a couple of buttons. And— 
 
    Dots. Something flying in! Flying in low and close from the northwest, and flying in fast! 
 
    Flying Officer First-Class Nawaz bolted to his feet. 
 
    “Shut down radar?” asked the junior man. 
 
    “No!” Nawaz reached for a microphone, keyed a channel. 
 
    “Incoming, identify yourselves! Now!” 
 
    “Can’t be the CU,” said one of the junior men. “They’re not scheduled until tomorrow.” 
 
    “No response,” said Nawaz. 
 
    The senior watch officer was frozen, and Idris could understand his dilemma. On the one hand – incoming air, probably hostile. He had to do something. 
 
    On the other hand, waking senior officers over a false alarm? Waking senior officers at all? What if it was just more reinforcements coming in? 
 
    Coming in unscheduled, not responding to communications, from the west? 
 
    Nawaz made a decision. Reached over and keyed an intercom. 
 
    “Major Rabbani! Major Rabbani, wake up!” 
 
    Kick the decision upstairs, but not too far upstairs. His own direct superior was less likely to whip or demote him than the regiment-colonel commanding the base. 
 
    He hit another button, one that Idris knew would activate a buzzer in the major’s quarters. Idris could see Nawaz’ eyes flickering toward the general-alert handle, a big red one that if pulled would cause lights to blaze on, radar to go active and everyone on the base to rush to general alert. 
 
    A buzzer rang. One of the FO3s answered it. 
 
    “Lieutenant Kafdi, sir.” Kafdi was one of the base’s air-defense officers, probably the senior man on watch right now. “Yes, something coming in – we see it too. No, don’t do anything yet. Flying Officer First-Class Nawaz is referring the matter to Major Rabbani for a decision.” 
 
    “Wake up, Allah make you wake up!” Nawaz was seething as he pressed the buzzer-activation button again, headset against his ear. “Major, wake up now so you can take this problem off my hands!” 
 
    He turned to Idris. 
 
    “You can be spared from here. Go to Major Nawaz’ room and wake him up, Idris!” 
 
    Idris shook his head. If this was a false alarm, although those planes were coming in fast and he could see on a screen that they weren’t broadcasting friendly IFF, his head would be on the block along with Nawaz’. 
 
    “I want no part in this. Sorry, Nawaz. Your problem.” 
 
    “Major” – Nawaz pressed the buzzer button again – “wake up! I do not want responsibility for this!” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    “Final approach on target,” said Hauraki. “Sauron, your guys take left and right. We’ll go up the middle.” 
 
    They’d been lit up by radar but coming in at four hundred miles an hour, the Zinj wouldn’t have had much time to react if any. And from the darkness of their base, as O’Connor came within visual sight of it, they weren’t even trying. Asleep on watch, perhaps? 
 
    “Shaker, Chaser, go right. We’ll go left,” came Mordar’s voice. 
 
    “Affirmative,” said O’Connor, hitting the throttle a little to put Jamison’s Viper on his nine. 
 
    The only lights on in the Zinj base were in the control tower, and as O’Connor watched, someone – Hauraki? – released a Groundfire missile into the center of it. The control building exploded in a blaze of thrown concrete and tumbling bodies. 
 
    O’Connor aimed his plane down and opened fire with his cannon. There were dozens of planes here, unprepared and packed close to each other; Assads and Murads and Djinn. His shells ripped through the planes as lights finally did blaze on across the base, men scurrying like ants from what had to be barracks buildings, running for hangars. 
 
    A missile-lock radar came on for just a moment; well, time to fly on anyway. He released a trio of fifty-pound bombs onto a line of hangars, blew them apart and then wheeled around for another pass. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hauraki turned his plane round, obliterated the site that had just launched a missile. Unguided, the missile flew well wide of the strafing, bombing planes. He angled his Viper down again, sighted on an Assad that was taxiing along toward the debris-strewn runway, trying to get into the air. Opened up, riddled the center of the plane with cannon fire; blew apart its canopy, its left-side engine. Dropped a bomb on where it had come from; the two planes next to where it had been looked to be damaged badly, but he wasn’t sure. 
 
    Under him, the base and its planes were flaming ruins. Half of his squadron had destroyed five squadrons of the enemy on the ground. An accomplishment. A few more like this and the Zinj’s overwhelming numbers might not be such a problem! 
 
    “Good job, people,” he said. He’d kept a special eye on Ensign Priscilla ‘Rook’ Mota, ‘Rumble’ Yoko’s replacement; this was her first serious fight after the inconclusive skirmishing of the last couple of weeks, but she seemed to have handled it well. 
 
    “Hey, Icefish sir?” Mota asked. 
 
    “What’s up, Rook?” 
 
    “I know I killed at least five planes tonight. That make me an ace?” 
 
    There was laughter across the channel. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re all aces tonight,” said Gamache. 
 
    “You wish,” Hauraki said. “But you guys did do a damn good job. And now follow me, we’ve got an anti-aircraft battery to Paddy-whack!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tailed by a long string of aides and servants, the Emir of Khalat stormed into his command center. It was a luxuriously-appointed room as befitted a Front-General of his social rank, trophies and bright silken tapestries placed among the computer screens and plotting tables. 
 
    The room looked better than the men in it. They were shaken, in shock as they bowed to him. 
 
    “What is going on to justify waking me?” he demanded of the senior man, a division-general. Ten minutes ago the Emir had been shaken out of bed by a profusely-apologizing squadron-colonel, pleading with him that this was a crisis that needed his attention. 
 
    The division-general bowed low again and gestured to a regiment-colonel, who averted his eyes from the Emir’s glare. 
 
    “They’re attacking us, my lord,” he said, bowing. 
 
    “Where? They got their schedules mixed up?” 
 
    “My lord, they’re attacking us across the northern part of the area of operations. All across.” 
 
    “They’re not supposed to do that!” 
 
    “My lord, let me show you! I apologize for waking you up, lord Emir, but this is a crisis that only my lord Emir is fit to handle.” 
 
    There were noises and nods from the division-general and from Corps-General Chahine, on whose order the Emir had been awoken and who’d come into the room just now. 
 
    “Show the lord Emir the plotting table,” the division-general said. 
 
    With an attitude of relief – his superiors weren’t throwing him under the train for waking them up – the regiment-colonel went over to the major plotting table, lit it up. Icons of explosions marked the locations, twenty or so, that had been hit so far. Dormant air bases, units on the road. 
 
    “But” – the Emir glanced at a clock just to make sure – “it is not yet midday and it is not yet the twenty-second. And none of these targets are in Barbiero! What is happening?” 
 
    A division-general from Intelligence – senior officers had been hurrying into the room after the Emir, as they themselves were awoken – coughed. 
 
    “Our best conclusion, lord Emir? Is that al-Sayyad? That filthy one-eyed infidel bitch?” 
 
    “I know who you’re talking about,” the Emir snarled. 
 
    “Our best conclusion is that when she said she’d attack at that place and time? Our provisional conclusion, lord Emir, is that al-Sayyad was… lying.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alarms woke Major Abdul Hassan. A sharp hoon-hoon-hoon-HOON sound that meant emergency, react immediately! 
 
    He pulled on robes and boots, staggered out of the tent. Dawn was rising over the hills to the east of where his SAM batteries and their protection were encamped, a faint glimmer that would become blinding heat. 
 
    Men ran around, going for their batteries. What the hell was the alert, who the fuck had pulled the alarm? Who was on duty right now? Lieutenant Ghanem, that was the one who’d drawn the short straw for the overnight watch. Well – Hassan fingered the whip at his belt – it might not be totally proper to beat junior officers, but Ghanem was going to get the thrashing of a lifetime if this was some kind of a false alarm! 
 
    He found Ghanem by the battery command vehicle; the lieutenant bowed low when he saw Hassan. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “Orders from Barbiero, sir. The Confederated Union are attacking.” 
 
    “They shouldn’t be! They shouldn’t be attacking until we’re in place!” 
 
    “Read this, sir.” Lieutenant Ghanem handed Major Hassan a tablet with the alert on it. All units were being called to maximum alert. The order came from up high. 
 
    “They’re not supposed to be attacking!” Hassan repeated. 
 
    Lieutenants and senior sergeants issued orders around them, beginning to set the batteries up. Unpacking radar, which would take time. The protection companies were moving to take place around the east; they’d dig in if there was time. 
 
    But what if we’re given orders to move? Packing up again would take time as well! 
 
    Hassan froze. Yes, he was only the acting battalion commander, but he’d been hoping for a promotion to battalion-colonel if he handled the job well. Screwing up would cost him that possibility. Orders directly from the Emir had been for all units to move to positions around Barbiero, and he was still eighty miles – a half-day’s travel – from where the battery was supposed to really dig in, as part of the Emir’s wall of iron. 
 
    Dig in, or not to dig in? 
 
    Then the thunderous sound of incoming jets made the question irrelevant. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The SAM batteries in front of O’Connor had clearly had some warning, more warning than the airbase they’d hit earlier. But they hadn’t had much; they’d still been caught with their pants down. Only one radar, on a big truck, was functional and as O’Connor watched, Mordar hit it with a radar-seeking missile that blew the vehicle into flaming scrap. 
 
    “Prey,” the wing leader said – O’Connor could imagine the vicious grin on her face – as the Vipers swept in. 
 
    O’Connor turned his plane right for a moment to get the angle correct, then banked a hard left with his thumb on the gun button. His cannon swept along a line of trucks towing SAM batteries, shells smashing into the trucks and the batteries. Secondary explosions happened as some of the surface-to-air missiles blew up. 
 
    “Charlie, hit the Paddies,” said Hauraki. “Alpha, hang in on me and we’ll take care of those tanks.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” came Mordar. 
 
    Men below were firing rifles up at them, desperately elevating and rotating the guns on their technicals. The security element included B-2s and B-4 light tanks, which might have been able to shrug off machine-gun fire but they were easy meat for the Vipers’ 30mm cannon and Dropfire bombs. 
 
    O’Connor released one of his own Dropfires on a cluster of tents, then another on what looked like a command vehicle. Men flailed as the bombs exploded; cloth, steel and humans were torn apart and thrown into the air. 
 
    “Zeroing on ammo,” said Castle. “And out of bombs.” 
 
    “Same,” said Jamison. 
 
    O’Connor released the last tenth of his last Dropfire. Aside from that one Skyfire air-to-air missile, he was out of disposable ordnance himself, and his shell count read at 23. 
 
    “Go to zero and head home, then,” said Hauraki. 
 
    O’Connor turned around and riddled a vehicle that was burning but might not have been completely destroyed, then shot up a line of tents. Shell count zero. 
 
    Which also meant that he was defenseless aside from that one missile, if enemy air showed up. 
 
    He was no coward, but that wasn’t a situation he liked. 
 
    “Heading home,” he said, falling in on Jamison’s wing. Castle and Mordar joined them a moment later, rising – on Mordar’s command – to five thousand feet so that they could spot air threats in time to evade them. 
 
    “Reload and rearm,” said Hauraki. “Jimmy-Jane will have the second-wave orders for you. And expect a fight – we smashed them in this first wave, but we’re no longer going to have surprise.” 
 
    “We can handle them,” said Mordar. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Senior Lieutenant Meyer’s Lancer, at the head of the column, came to a halt. By Newland’s estimate they were about five miles west-northwest of the SAM battalion that was their objective. The map-reading helped, although this part of the desert was pretty featureless and they’d been navigating more by dead-reckoning approximates than anything else. 
 
    More relevant were the plumes of smoke he could see rising into the sky. 
 
    “Senior people to me,” came the XO’s voice over the radio net. 
 
    That didn’t include Newland, not in this context. He sat in the shotgun seat of his Raider like the rest of the grunts and waited as Ojibwe, Miser, the Lancer troop leader and his number two, and the two Khalsan second lieutenants with their platoon sergeants, conferred. It took a few minutes. 
 
    “Yo, Sarge,” said Wagner. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “It true the rumor I heard that we’re not gonna touch that victory mosque after all tomorrow?” 
 
    “What rumor?” 
 
    “Billy-Mack Howarth in Fourth Troop,” said Wagner. Howarth was Ensign Baldwin’s signalman. “I was talking with him. He says he heard from Sand Harbor that the old lady changed her mind. Not hitting Barbiero after all.” 
 
    “Nah, we’re just softening them up,” said Reiss. “I wanna see that fucking mosque tumble.” 
 
    “Stay focused on the shit at your own pay grade,” Newland growled. “And the job we’re going to do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Johannes Meyer was a tall, lean, brown-haired man in his late thirties; he’d joined the army late in life, just under the maximum-age cutoff. Re-enlisted on the condition that he get a shot at – and an age waiver for – OCS. When Captain Bradford had gotten command of India Company he’d specifically requested Meyer – who he’d known as a corporal – as his XO.  
 
    Life experience and maturity, the skipper had said. Meyer had just been happy to get out of Regimental HQ and back into the field, which was what he’d joined the Army for. 
 
    Now, with the four troop leaders gathered around, he unfolded a map on the hood of the nearest Raider. Pulled out an electronic tablet. 
 
    “This is the SAM base. About five miles away. Confirmed battalion, including armor escorts. Planes hit them about twenty-five minutes ago,” Meyer said. 
 
    He thumbed the tablet, and an aerially-taken image appeared on it. 
 
    “Flyboys gave us some more recent intel.” 
 
    He thumbed to the next picture, which showed an aerial view of part of the shot-up unit, taken from a camera on one of the attack aircraft. Somebody in Intelligence had drawn red and blue circles around items on it, which so far as Meyer could tell were basically indiscernible blobs. He knew what the symbols by the circles meant, though. 
 
    “These red circles are tanks. B-2s and B-4 lights.” Whose lifespans would be measured in seconds against Junkers or even the old retired Warriors, but to Raiders and Lancers – let alone the Khalsans’ open jeeps – they were serious bad news. “Airstrikes killed some of them. Intel says from the photography that they didn’t get ‘em all. Missed five, to be exact.” 
 
    Nods came from the four troop and platoon leaders. 
 
    “So what do we do, commander?” asked Second Lieutenant Nayyar in his lilting accent. 
 
    “We’re cav,” said Meyer, and began drawing lines on the map with a grease pencil. “Cav is mobile. We go around them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Led by Ojibwe, and followed by both Khalsan platoons, seventeen jeeps in all, the five Raiders of Troop Two raced south through the dawnlight. They were throwing up a dust plume – Newland, as an experienced cavalryman, was very conscious of that kind of thing, especially when the enemy was near. 
 
    But they were to the west of the Zinj, dawn was just starting to throw up meaningful light in the east, and this area would probably be dark for the next ten or twenty minutes. 
 
    Two miles south, Ojibwe turned his Raider back east again. They bumped across sand and rocks, Newland glad for the low rises between the Zinj and his group. 
 
    Presently they stopped. 
 
    “Waiting for the other element to make position,” Ojibwe explained in a burst transmission over the radio. 
 
    Newland checked over his anti-materiel gun for the dozenth time. Barocce was drumming his hands on the steering wheel. Reiss, at the gun, was slowly tapping his foot. Wagner in back hummed quietly to himself. 
 
    All good Cav, thought  Newland as they waited. Every man in this vehicle had earned his spurs and proven himself in battle, but no amount of experience could really make this kind of waiting easy.  
 
    Not when they were headed into battle against a force that may have been badly hit, might have been in disarray – and every moment they waited was time for the Zinj officers to work out their new chain of command and begin re-establishing some kind of order; twenty minutes had been plenty of time already – but a force that still outnumbered them by at least two or three to one.  
 
    Four platoons, two of them simple jeeps, against what was left of a damn battalion. Yes, primarily a surface-to-air battalion, but the battery crewmen were going to have other weapons and some training in their use. And there were tanks, not to mention technicals and jeeps and the usual stuff no Zinj battery went far without being escorted by. 
 
    Of course, when you got down to it there wasn’t even a fair fight. Support troops – so far as Newland was concerned, air-defense counted as support troops – facing Cav Recon. Poor suckers. 
 
    “XO’s in place,” came Ojibwe’s voice into the Raiders. “Go.” 
 
    Barocce drove the Raider forwards, the five vehicles of the troop shaking out from line formation to all-abreast as they accelerated across the rocky, gently rolling ground. Behind them were the Khalsans. Those jeeps had come to be equipped with more than just machine-guns; in the weeks the Khalsans had been out in the desert, they’d found themselves more than a few heavier weapons. 
 
    The battalion had been hit while in night camp, about a mile away now to their north. Smoke plumes rose from destroyed vehicles; through the scope he’d raised, Newland could see other intact ones, big missile batteries loaded onto trailers pulled by vehicles that looked like miniature semi-trailer cabs.  
 
    There were jeeps and technicals, some of which themselves had been hit. Teams of men moved through the mess, working to couple intact SAM trailers with intact jeeps. Newland couldn’t see any tanks, but there was wreckage in the way and downsloping ground, not to mention a bunch of tents. 
 
    What it didn’t look like the Zinj had was anything even approximating a security perimeter to their south; four technicals were parked there, but not dug in; there were no apparent foxholes and the men were focused inward, not out. 
 
    Careless. Having had the crap bombed out of you was no damn excuse for sloppy security. Stupid bastards, and they were going to pay for that mistake. 
 
    At about four hundred yards the Khalsan jeeps slowed down, split wide of the Raiders and began shooting. Reiss and the other turret-gunners opened up themselves, sending random clattering bursts of fifty-caliber fire into the airstrikes-hit camp. 
 
    Newland stuck his anti-materiel gun through a slot in the Raider’s front windshield, sighted on a Zinj technical that was turning to respond. Aimed for the engine block, missed as the jeep bumped over a rock. He chambered another round as Reiss’ machine-gun fire raked the area, aimed again – and missed the engine block but not the technical itself, the round slamming through the side of the cab. Possibly slamming through the driver too, because the vehicle stopped moving. 
 
    His feet braced on the back seat, Wagner emerged from the top hatch of the Raider with his revolving grenade launcher. He squeezed off the 40mm grenades in quick succession, firing fragmentation and high-explosive rounds in a high arc into the camp. Then he ducked back down, began reloading the cylinders. 
 
    Forwards, firing, getting the Zinj’s attention. On either side of them the Khalsans kept firing into the camp; riddling tents, hitting SAM batteries, definitely getting Zinj attention. 
 
    “I say we slam right through,” said Barocce. “Like that laager we fucked up. Just through and out the other side, and come back for another pass. I can dodge around that shit easy enough.” 
 
    “Not this time,” said Newland. 
 
    At about a hundred yards from the nearest Zinj vehicles, Ojibwe’s vehicle made a sharp U-turn. Barocce and the other drivers followed the lieutenant’s lead, Reiss turning his gun to fire backwards as the Raiders sped away. 
 
    A couple of the Khalsan six-wheelers had stopped moving; a pair of men jumped out of each, one man in each pair hefting an ungainly rocket launcher. The gunners knelt to aim, bringing their RR-4 – the model was a CU export and the Khalsans probably actually themselves called it something completely different – launchers up to their shoulders. 
 
    Their assistants, who wore harnesses and packs loaded with more rockets, stepped away and held their hands up, getting themselves clear of the backblast and making sure the jeep drivers knew where to avoid. Then they signaled clear-to-fire to their gunners. 
 
    Flaming blasts came from the backs of the launchers, shooting eight or ten feet; rockets streaked out their fronts. Newland craned his head to see where they went; one of them slammed into the technical he’d fired his own rifle at, and the vehicle went up in a gout of flame. The other went high into the middle of the camp, exploding somewhere. 
 
    Another bullet spanged off the back of Newland’s Raider; more and more Zinj were reacting to Second Troop. At their current three hundred and fifty yards, as the Raiders halted and turned to forward-face the camp, the fire was wild and ineffective. 
 
    The standard personal weapon the Zinj issued their vehicle-mounted troops was a short-barreled assault rifle, really more of a submachinegun. This far away, their accuracy would be a bad joke and the bullets’ velocities minimal anyway. 
 
    The Khalsans’ machine-guns, the grenades they were launching into the camp, and the aimed fire from the heavy machine-guns on top of the now stationary and stable Raiders, on the other hand, were hurting the Zinj. And, more importantly right now for the task group’s mission, getting their complete attention. 
 
    Through the scope of the anti-materiel rifle, as he looked for a target – selecting the nearest of the SAM batteries mostly because it was big and not moving – Newland saw jeeps and technicals moving up, weaving through the wreckage and the intact SAMs. Those vehicles would be more of a threat; Zinj carbines weren’t effective at this distance, the steadily increasing pitter-patter of incoming bullets a threat only to the Khalsans in their weaving, open jeeps.  
 
    But the guns mounted on the Zinj jeeps, and especially the technicals’ heavy machine-guns – and maybe autocannon, Newland had encountered a couple with those before – were going to be a danger. 
 
    One of the dismounted Khalsan rocketeers fired again, and one less technical – as it maneuvered to bring its gun mount to bear on the attackers – stopped being a danger as it went up in a blaze of fire. Bullets raked across another Zinj jeep, doing little to the vehicle itself but killing its crew. 
 
    More of a threat, much more of a threat, were the light tanks that the Zinj were almost certainly bringing up now, the light tanks that Second Troop and their Khalsans were effectively baiting. Even the B-2s had heavy hull-mounted machine-guns that would hurt Raiders, and 50mm main guns that would destroy them. The B-4s toted 75mm cannon that would easily turn a Raider or even a Lancer into burning wreckage, and both types had armor the fifties couldn’t scratch. 
 
    Wagner finished reloading, came up through the rear hatch again and squeezed off another six grenades in quick succession into the camp. These ones were all white phosphorous that sent fountains of blazing actinic fire up into the air. One lucky round must have scored a direct hit on a SAM battery the planes had missed, because there was a thundering fireball of a secondary explosion that Newland could feel from a third of a mile away. 
 
    Clouds of thick grey smoke began to appear on the southern edge of the Zinj encampment, appearing and spreading way too fast to have been anything but deliberate. Within thirty seconds the area was totally obscured by the roiling smoke. 
 
    Shit, Newland thought. It wasn’t often that you saw Zinj with tactical initiative. This wasn’t in their known doctrine; their book said, under circumstances like this, to gather strength and counterattack. The problem now being that Second Troop and the accompanying Khalsans couldn’t see shit in that smoke, were firing blindly right into it. And those tanks would be on their way… 
 
    Where the hell was Fourth Troop? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Bravo Two Actual here,” came Lieutenant Ojibwe’s voice over the radio in Lieutenant Meyer’s Lancer. “We have definitely gotten Zinj attention. No counterattack yet, but it’s coming. They just popped a fuckton of smoke along their front, though.” 
 
    Meyer raised an eyebrow; Zinj were normally pretty rigid about following their doctrinal playbook, and this move wasn’t known to be in it. 
 
    Didn’t matter. The seven Lancers were in place, having circled around to a point about a mile east of the Zinj camp. 
 
    “Withdraw as needed,” he told Ojibwe. “If they want to chase you, so much the better. We’re going in.” 
 
    “We’re going in, boss?” asked Ensign Baldwin, who’d been on the same radio network. 
 
    “Yeah.” Meyer said. “Go.” 
 
    He turned to his driver. 
 
    “Gun it, Kennison.” 
 
    The seven heavy eight-wheeled fighting vehicles started to move, their big tires churning. Where the Raiders carried .50 machine-guns in mantlets that were really just gun mounts behind nominal shields, the Lancers had full, if small, turrets for their 25mm autocannon, which were mounted on stabilization systems to allow accurate firing on the move. 
 
    Also, and very relevantly to the task at hand, on top of the turrets were missile-launch tubes. Right now all seven of those tubes were loaded with TR-9 wire-guided anti-armor missiles. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the zipped-up turret of Meyer’s speeding Lancer, Sub-Corporal Damien Paul sat ready behind his autocannon. In the feed right now was a belt of armor-piecing rounds, unusual; normally he fired high explosive. Because normally Lancers engaged soft targets like jeeps, trucks and technicals. Not goddamn tanks. 
 
    He looked through his vision slit as the vehicles sped forwards at forty-five miles an hour, hearing the gunfire to the southwest-becoming-south. Coming toward the camp, in line of sight now; bomb craters and wreckage, debris and torn-up tents.  
 
    Smoke, a shit-ton of smoke, to the south. Zinj men and vehicles heading toward and into it, their movement hampered by the wreckage and craters. A whole damn lot of gunfire was happening over there. 
 
    Where are those tanks? 
 
    He moved to his binocular gunsight, keyed it to infrared and zoomed, scanning— 
 
    “I see them!” someone on the radio net shouted. “Riding along their western edge!” 
 
    Paul turned his own scope in that direction, looking over bomb craters and wreckage, and a couple of intact SAM trailers. Over a ridge, and – yes, five tanks were moving in a slow column about three hundred yards ahead of them across the camp, the lead one maybe fifty feet from disappearing into the smoke. About thirty degrees to Paul’s right; as planned, they were responding to Second Troop’s diversion. 
 
    Both types of light tank came on the same hull – angular, low-slung, about fifteen feet long – but the B-2’s turret was smaller and more rounded than the B-4’s bigger, boxier one, which held a visibly heavier gun. Right now there were two B-2s and three B-4s in a column, picking their way slowly around the bomb craters and wreckage on the western side of the camp. 
 
    The Lancers were in the smashed camp now, drivers maneuvering the vehicles carefully themselves – skirting the edge of a bomb crater, through the flapping remains of a large tent, pushing aside a half-wrecked jeep. 
 
    “Fire when ready,” came Lieutenant Meyer. “Missiles, then close in on the bastards.” 
 
    Paul took the missile control from its holder on one side of the turret; it looked like a smartphone connected to a gamepad. Turned it on and the display lit up; it showed the view from a tiny camera mounted toward the front of the missile tube on top of the Lancer’s turret. Zoom in, zoom in, zoom in, and – as the Lancer nosed past something that grated its side – Paul selected the second-last tank in the column. Armed the missile – an orange indicator lit up on the display; Confirm? Y, he selected, with his right thumb over the gamepad’s directional controller. 
 
    His left thumb hit the Fire button. As the missile left its tube the display switched from the camera mounted on the tube to one in the nose of the missile itself; racing, racing over the wreckage and debris of the Zinj base. Paul was intent on the screen; made a slight leftwards adjustment and the wire-guided missile slammed into the side of the B-4’s turret. 
 
    At the moment of impact the display switched back to the zoomed-in view of the launch tube. An explosion inside the B-4’s turret blew flames twenty feet into the sky; the tank halted dead. Along the column, other tanks were hit, some of them burning. Seven Lancers had fired seven missiles at five tanks; looked like— 
 
     “I think,” said Lieutenant Meyer, “that we got them all.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “And now their friends know we’re here,” Meyer added, as the Zinj around the starting-to-dissipate thermal smokescreen turned. 
 
    “Tough shit for them,” said Kennison, his driver. 
 
    A pair of technicals opened up with their heavy tray-mounted machine-guns; bullets whanged and scored across the Lancer’s armor. 
 
    “Oh, fuck that,” came Paul’s voice from above, in the turret. There was a grinding sound as it traversed; then the Lancer’s autocannon fired, boom-boom-boom-boom. The armor-piercing shells were designed against armored cars; they ripped apart the unarmored technicals, shattering men and metal. 
 
    “Nice to see you guys,” came Ojibwe’s voice over the radio. “It was getting a little tight here.” 
 
    Most of the fighting Zinj in the base had been drawn to the southern edge of it by Ojibwe’s diversion; now they were caught in a crossfire there. The Lancers moved in, smashing jeeps and technicals as the smoke dissipated. 
 
    The Raiders of Second Troop, and the Khalsans, returned; they’d fallen back almost a third of a mile. Now they came back, their guns chewing up the Zinj who tried to run or find cover. None raised their hands. 
 
    When it seemed to be over, Meyer keyed his mike to the general channel. 
 
    “Good job, everyone. I think that’s most of them, but it’s probably not all. Sweeping this camp is going to be a job for dismounts, but we’ve got the Khalsans and I want this camp swept. Mark intact and recoverable equipment to be blown, destroy whatever you can, and make sure there’s no Zinj holdouts.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Teams of men, mostly Khalsans, moved through the camp with their rifles at high ready. The Khalsans were professional infantry; they did well enough on jeeps, but this kind of work was what they’d really trained for. The Cav guys hung back, covered their asses and let the professionals do their thing. 
 
    From time to time gunshots rang out, and there’d been a couple of short fights. Other Zinj, shell-shocked from the airstrikes and mostly wounded, raised their hands and were herded into a clear area just outside the camp. 
 
    “Looks like we did pretty good,” Ojibwe said to Newland. “No casualties for Troops Two or Four, three Khalsans wounded.” 
 
    Newland nodded, as they moved through the wreckage. Sub-Corporal Wagner, who’d qualified on basic demolitions a few months back, was stringing loops of detcord around an intact surface-to-air battery and its puller. 
 
    Barocce came running up. 
 
    “Sir! Lieutenant?” he called urgently. 
 
    Ojibwe turned. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You might want to come over here, sir.” 
 
    The young driver led Ojibwe and Newland to where the prisoners had been herded. About twenty Khalsans had formed a circle, some of them cheering. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on?” Ojibwe asked, pushing through. 
 
    Second Lieutenant Takhar and a robed Zinj – from the gold on his shoulders, an officer – were dueling. Takhar had his long, slightly-curved sword; the Zinj officer had a heavy scimitar and both weapons looked very much to be live steel. 
 
    As Newland watched, the Zinj moved in again, feinting high-left and then slashing down at Takhar’s stomach. The lean Khalsan lieutenant grinned as he parried that blow with a deft slap from the side of his blade, then countered with a thrust that the Zinj spun out of the way of, raising his scimitar to block Takhar’s blade with a ringing clash. 
 
    “Just what the hell is going on here?” Ojibwe demanded. 
 
    “Lieutenant’s fighting him,” said a Khalsan sergeant. “If the Zinj wins he gets to go free.” 
 
    Ojibwe shook his head and raised the carbine slung across his chest; it was already un-safetied and ready. 
 
    “Takhar, back off! Zinj, drop the blade!” 
 
    The Zinj turned. 
 
    Ojibwe called out a carefully-memorized phrase that meant ‘surrender’. 
 
    The Zinj spat on the ground and lunged at Ojibwe, who reflexively raised his rifle and put a burst into the man’s chest – and then a second burst as other men in the circle went for their own guns. The shot-six-times Zinj staggered on another couple of paces before collapsing on his face.  
 
    “What did you do that for?” Takhar snapped. “I was fighting him!” 
 
    “Fighting him with live fucking steel, you idiot?” Ojibwe snapped back. “What if he’d killed you?” 
 
    “Then he’d have deserved his freedom.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Lieutenant Meyer, coming up. “Just what the hell happened here?” 
 
    “Your lieutenant has no chivalry!” Takhar complained. 
 
    “They were dueling. Ojibwe told him to drop the sword and put his hands up. Said drop-the-weapon in Zinj, sir,” said Newland. “The fucker charged him instead.” 
 
    “And got what he deserved. Takhar, you’re a fucking child and your commander’s going to hear about this. But. I’ve been in touch with the captain, and he says they’ll send a truck for the prisoners. The Khalsan wounded can guard them. We’re to blow everything here and head south. Get everyone together and hit the detonators; we’re leaving.” 
 
    Newland looked around what had been a functional air-defense artillery battalion and was now nothing. 
 
    This, happening all over the sector… 
 
    He found himself grinning as he headed back to his Raider. It was good to finally be hitting back! 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “Operations orders for the second strike wave going out,” said Tangetti. 
 
    “And information coming in about first-wave results,” said Jenkins. He gestured at the plotting table and cocked his head. 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    Tangetti gave Jenkins a look – intelligence and operations traditionally clashed on this kind of thing – but Jaeger didn’t care. Turf wars were human nature, especially on command staffs, especially when you had personalities as different as her intel and ops officers’. 
 
    Jenkins already had his fliptop up. He hit a few keys. 
 
    “Disposition, Zinj forces, before this morning’s strikes.” Lots and lots of units toward the front, the Emir of Khalat’s under-construction, en-route iron wall around Barbiero. 
 
    Jenkins hit another couple of buttons. The holographic icons adjusted slightly. 
 
    “We were a bit off; some units moved at different speeds or were going to different locations than what we’d projected. First wave of strikes did this.” 
 
    About a third of the Zinj units became holographic red flares. 
 
    “Estimate that we’ve destroyed almost three hundred aircraft on the ground. Heavy casualties amongst their field engineers too. In-transit units, surface-to-air; the Emir of Khalat was going to build an air-defense network around Barbiero and we’ve essentially removed his ability to do that.” 
 
    Due to the sprawling distances and low density of the desert, overall air-defense networks weren’t viable. Local ones were – there was a growing one around Sand Harbor, and Harlan City had its own under-construction set of defenses that had been bad news for some Zinj probes a few days ago – and those could be built out from, growing deeper and thicker to protect focal points. 
 
    “But they’re beginning to react,” Jenkins went on. “Reports have them bringing aircraft forward from rear areas, and Southern Watch reports that they’re getting a break as well. Zinj know we’re going to keep hitting them, and they’re going to at least try to defend themselves.” 
 
    “Any word on where the Emir of Khalat might be?” As the Front-General in charge of the Barbiero area, even the Djegouni forces right now would be ultimately answering to him. If they could take out him and his staff… 
 
    “Probably in Barbiero.” 
 
    “Tangetti,” Jaeger said, so her ops officer wouldn’t feel left-out. Sometimes running a staff is like managing toddlers. Well, it’s not like spies and operators weren’t the same. “What do you think about hitting Barbiero anyway?” 
 
    Tangetti shook her head. 
 
    “Difficult, ma’am. Dug-in defenses and a lot of them. We could degrade them, but in my opinion, Air Vice-Admiral, we’re better served continuing with the original plan. Jenkins, show her the command positions.” 
 
    “Oh yes.” Jenkins hit a button. Four icons, one to the north and three to the south of Barbiero, appeared. 
 
    “These are subordinate HQs, according to signals intelligence. The one to the north is a Djegouni corps-general, we think. The other three are Rafsa and Djegouni division HQs, this one” – Jenkins made the one in the center flicker for a moment – “maybe a corps. Should be vulnerable.” 
 
    “I recommend we prioritize them for targeting ASAP,” said Tangetti. 
 
    “Concurred,” said Jenkins. 
 
    “You two agree for once,” Holt observed. 
 
    “Third wave, second if we have assets we can divert. Go for the probable corps. The more Zinj high-ups we take out, the better the chances of sparking some internal dissension.” 
 
    Not to mention that she, Jaeger, had to admit she liked killing senior Zinj; there was a very personal joy in sending the murdering fucks to Allah. The really senior ones had had rank twenty-eight years ago, had had a role in the destruction of her second country and the murder of her only love. 
 
    No such thing as sufficient revenge for New Canaan or Yavin, she thought. But that doesn’t mean I can’t try. 
 
    “Yes. Divert assets from second-wave strikes; reroute bombers mid-air if need be. But not the ECW stuff, and keep the focus on disrupting their communications networks. We have the initiative here, people. Let’s keep it. First wave of strikes hurt them; now let’s cripple the bastards.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hauraki stood on a cockpit-access ladder in the back of one of the hangars. The squadron ready rooms were full; right now the full group was operating out of Cone Hill, a load even the enlarged base had never been intended for. 
 
    “Good job on the first missions,” he said. Behind him and to the left were projected camera images marked up in bright pencil by someone in 90th Group’s Intelligence shop to show the damage. “Complete tactical surprise; we hurt them. And we’ve learned a few things; signals intelligence has pulled up relevant communications.” 
 
    Sub-Commander Jimmy-Jane, at the fliptop controlling the projector, changed to a new image. A base that, from the roughness, O’Connor guessed as a new or a transient one built next to what would have been a mining town. 
 
    “Looks like this might be a corps HQ. Also presently host to a battalion of Dai’ibs and a battalion of Wahiibs, which are probably on the road to the front, and a pretty significant supply dump. Also air-defense and yes, those guys are going to be awake now and ready for us. 
 
    “So the 65th Squadron is going to be doing the real work; Rattlesnake bombers, hitting them from up high with guideds. We’ll be escorting them. If it’s the corps HQ we think it is, you can expect them to put up a fight.” 
 
    O’Connor was just fine with that. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you, Montiguez!” Brigadier-General Alex Congreve slammed the phone down and glared around his headquarter. 
 
    “Off raiding, I assume?” asked Colonel Stevens, the commander of 98th Armored Regiment. The kiloheavies, the Grafs, had been pulled back to major bases and urban areas both for ease of supply and to defend the places; 98th’s headquarters was Sand Harbor now. 
 
    “Off merrily raiding,” Congreve said, “and not giving a shit about his legitimate superiors because he’s been successfully licking Jaeger’s boots.” 
 
    “Not off personally raiding, I hope, sir,” put in Colonel Janssen, Congreve’s deputy. 
 
    “No, thank God. Bastard, still. Motherfucking bastard traitor to his service!” 
 
    The rest of the armored battalions had been broken up; Congreve could see on the map where their companies been placed. Dispersed as screening units – screening units, for fuck’s sake, when the purpose of armor was to be concentrated to attack – around the forward air bases.  
 
    While the cav recon, the forces that were supposed to be used for screening and reconnaissance, were out fighting; finishing off Zinj units, disrupting lines of communication, raiding hundreds of miles into what Congreve saw as Zinj territory because there were – or had been – major Zinj units to the west of it. 
 
    “Possibly,” said Stevens, “because the cav recon can move faster, cover more ground with less need for supply. Sir, I hate to admit it, but the Junkers – let alone the Ritters and Grafs – eat fuel, and Zinj raids have done damage to our logistics.” 
 
    “Fuck logistics,” Congreve sneered. “What kind of a pussy excuse is that? Oh, wah-wah, some one-eyed cunt is hoarding all the supply pipeline for her own pwecious airpwanes, I can’t attack.” 
 
    Real commanders, real men, didn’t take no for an answer; they attacked, and let the staff weenies figure out the details. And he was about fed up with that jumped-up spy telling him what to do. 
 
    “We’re tanks,” Congreve said, a plan forming in his mind. “We don’t screen, we attack. We don’t make excuses, we bring steel fucking death to the bastards! They’ve got armored units around Barbiero and I say we’re going to gather up our own tanks, everything we have far-forwards, and give those bastards a shock!” 
 
    “Jaeger’s just going to countermand those orders,” observed Janssen. 
 
    There was no Air Force liaison in the Army command room; Jaeger had made it clear that main command ran out of her headquarters now and it was his job to coordinate with her. 
 
    Or rather, she hadn’t bothered coordinating, because that might have implied asking his opinion on things. She just issued orders, as though she were actually his superior officer. People like Montiguez were happily feeding her all the ground-level information she seemed to feel she needed to know. 
 
    “Bitch can’t countermand what she doesn’t know about,” Congreve growled. “Janssen, start getting in touch with the company commanders. Directly. We’re going to mass up a task force and show those bastards what it’s like to get punched with a steel fist! That bitch was only promoted because she kept all the glory to herself. We’re going to show those pricks what properly-employed armor can do. Let’s earn some glory for the armored branch, boys!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “…Rafsa and Djegouni forces, especially in the outer Barbiero area, are being thoroughly destroyed,” Squadron-Colonel Maha said on the flag bridge of the Fist of Allah. The small, shaven-headed Maha was intelligence officer of the carrier group. 
 
    Other Zinj clans spent their intelligence assets purely on watching the infidel. The al-Sayidis knew that the infidel were not their only enemies; inferior clans trying to get above their places were almost as hated by Muhammed’s flame. As a result, substantial al-Sayidi resources had been spent on infiltrating those clans, breaking codes and encryption protocols. And right now those investments were paying off. 
 
    “Early strikes have been successful in hurting communications networks,” Maha went on. “We have it on good authority that the Emir of Khalat is in a state of full-blown panic; his subordinates and his allies are trying to cover themselves and protect their own power bases. There has been a screaming match between Khalat and the Djegouni Emir of Malan, whose heir seems to have been killed in one of the CU’s initial strikes.” 
 
    “A wedge we can exploit,” observed Regiment-Colonel Farouk Shaheen al-Sayidi, commander of the Fist of Allah. 
 
    Senior Colonel Sheikh Afzal al-Malik al-Sayidi kept his mouth shut, absorbing the information he was receiving. Thinking about it. And its possibilities. 
 
    Squadron-Colonel Maha looked at him, the commander of the advance task group, for cues; al-Malik said nothing but motioned with a nod for the intelligence officer to continue. 
 
    “As directed, this carrier group has maintained radio silence and kept our radar on passive,” said Maha. “There is no reason to think the Confederated Union knows we exist; our own supposed allies, the inferior clans, do not themselves even know the general location of this group.  
 
    “But through intercepts and passive surveillance, we’ve developed a picture of where the strikes are coming from, not as though we didn’t already know the locations of the enemy forward bases. We now have an understanding of where the enemy forces themselves are concentrated and operating from.” 
 
    “I see,” said al-Malik. Yes, Maha and Shaheen may be right. There may be opportunity here. 
 
    It was possible – probable, given the discoordination between the Djegounis and al-Rafsas in the area, and the strategic surprise the Confederated Union had gained – that al-Malik and the Fist of Allah carrier group was the only significant cohesive Zinj force left in the region.  
 
    Individual squadrons and regiments could fight, but damage to their command and communications structures meant that they were unlikely to start hitting back in any kind of an organized and effective way.  
 
    Especially because at this point local commanders would be looking out for their own power bases, preserving their own forces, likely ignoring commands from higher-up that would further endanger those. There was doubtless a lot of frantic negotiating and deal-making going on right now at the sheikh and division-general level, mutual protection agreements to bypass the discredited command in Barbiero. 
 
    Give al-Sayyad credit, Sheikh al-Malik thought, she is clever. As clever as any al-Sayidi, damn her soul to Shaitan. 
 
    The demon-possessed bitch was – almost – a worthy opponent.  
 
    One for whom the Fist of Allah would be a truly, horribly unpleasant surprise. 
 
    “Give orders to the squadrons,” al-Malik said, stepping forward and placing his hands on the plotting table. His deep-set hazel eyes bored into those of the regiment- and squadron-colonels of the advance carrier task group. “They are to prepare for battle. And alert our soldiers and auxiliary soldiers. They, too, are to prepare for battle if the opportunity develops. As I think it may.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Zinj radar assets had been degraded – in part also due to Cobras that had been zooming around loaded with enhanced sensor packages and long-range ATS-50 radiation-seeking missiles, hunting for enemy radar positions to put out of business – so the Skulls and the Rattlesnakes they were escorting, the 65th ‘Death Metal’ Squadron – flew high, at twenty thousand feet, toward their target. 
 
    The Skulls had worked with the 65th before – they were part of the same Group, after all – but during the cold phase of the war there hadn’t been much point in dedicated bombing missions. Rattlesnakes could go in low and harass Zinj, and much of the two-engined medium bombers’ work had involved exactly that; sweeping water kites out of the sky with jet wash, sandbombing, that kind of thing. 
 
    But dropping bombs within range of Zinj targets – sandbombing referred to explosively driving sprays of sand into the Zinj, nonlethal if the bombs themselves were sufficiently distant but painful, and bad for equipment – was one thing, a task to be given to forces that were on hand anyway. Real bombing missions, putting thousand-pound bombs on target, had been rare to nonexistent until four weeks ago. 
 
    Since then, of course, useful missions had become all too frequent; everyone needed something bombed in the hot war. The BB-4 Anacondas, and their cousins the BB-6 Rattlesnake medium bombers, had played an important role in getting the tanks home; it had been that much harder for Zinj B-10 and B-12 main battle tanks to impede the battalions’ retreat when targeted anti-armor ordnance was being dropped on their heads. 
 
    O’Connor had flown escort on a few of those, although never at this strength. Sixteen Vipers and eight Cobras, escorting a near-full-strength squadron of Rattlesnake bombers carrying, between them – he did the math in his head – twenty thousand pounds of ordnance each, ten tons; times fifteen that meant a hundred and fifty tons of armor-piercing and bunker-busting ordnance for the Zinj corps HQ and the kiloheavies and superheavies supposed to be parked there. 
 
    “Rolling deep today,” ‘Junkie’ Gamache commented. 
 
    “For a reason,” said ‘Ironrod’ Black. “They’re going to put up a fight.” 
 
    “So keep your mouths shut and eyes open,” said Hauraki. 
 
    O’Connor nodded to himself, scanning. There was cloud not far above them, thick grey clouds speeding south. Wisps and fragments below them, for that matter. It put the desert morning into overcast shadow, the terrain passing twenty thousand feet below them at three hundred miles an hour. 
 
    See them first. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It had been a bad morning for a lot of Zinj pilots – a bad final morning for many, killed in their quarters or as they ran for planes being destroyed on the ground – and, Captain Abdul Rahman thought from the cockpit of his Assad, you had to keep things in perspective. There were worse things than not having had your coffee. 
 
    His combat-experienced squadron had been based out of Barbiero, at the heart of where the attacks had been expected to come. At the calm eye of the storm as it had turned out, since the Confederated Union strikes had gone everywhere but. 
 
    The news coming in had been chaos, and Rahman still had no idea what was going on. They’d been scrambled in response to some unspecified threat, sent to one location and then, ten minutes in, vectored eighty-five degrees to another location, which had turned out to have been thoroughly trashed by the time they arrived. The enemy Cobras they’d been sent to intercept had done their work and were long gone, outside pursuit range even if they’d stayed on their last known heading, something the enemy had shown themselves usually too smart to do. 
 
    By that point they’d been running low on fuel, despite not having fired a shot; the radio network going absolutely nuts with panicked screaming for help, demands as to what was going on, incoherent and contradictory orders from everyone from the Emir of Khalat on down through regiment-, squadron- and battalion-colonels.  
 
    The Assad squadron had returned to a base north of Barbiero – not the one they’d originally flown out of – to refuel and wait. While there, new orders had come from Squadron-Colonel Farman’s social and military superior, the Sheikh of Ruman. 
 
    The hell with Barbiero, that man had said. Protect my tanks. 
 
    So they’d flown north, linking up with six Murads that were all that was left of two squadrons; the rest had been destroyed on the ground an hour earlier. A half-hour later five Djinn had joined them, followed another half-hour later at the improvised emergency airstrip by another eight, from a different regiment. They sat ready, electronics on but engines off to conserve fuel. Supply issues were about to become a real problem if this kept up; the CU had been going hard after forward logistical elements, ammo and fuel dumps.  
 
    The good news was that heavily-defended Barbiero hadn’t been touched, and there would at least be consumables and ground support in that immediate area. For as long as the supply chain lasted. Word was that the Confederated Union, who’d gotten a sizable percentage of those tank battalions home, might be gearing up for a counteroffensive. Some people said Barbiero had become a giant trap, that the next phase of their operation would be armored divisions coming out from Sand Harbor or down from Harlan City to retake the city and kill everyone in it. 
 
    That was less of a concern to Rahman, who could simply fly out, than it might have been. Yes, he had three half-brothers in Barbiero, but Fatima’s kids were assholes and he wouldn’t shed a tear if those fucks all died. 
 
    Sharp tones pierced his thoughts. 
 
    “Attention all! Attention all!” came through the radio from the base frequency. “Inbound enemy aircraft! All planes, launch!” 
 
    Finally, Rahman thought. Action! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Bandits coming in at twelve o’clock,” came over Sub-Commander Keith Glass’ headset as he flew his Rattlesnake, lead plane of Charlie Flight, 65th ‘Death Metal’ bomber squadron. “Strength significant. Looks like twenty-plus.” 
 
    Yeah, Glass could see them on his own radar. They were probably fifteen minutes’ flying time from the objective. If Glass was right, the bad guys were going to intercept them before they got there. It was going to be a running fight, the bad kind. 
 
    “Maintain formation and altitude,” came Commander Amanda Fuesting’s voice. “The fighter jocks have this in hand.” 
 
    One of the escorting flights peeled off Glass’ wing and accelerated toward the enemy. Then another four Vipers moved to engage. Looked like half the escorts were leaving them to meet the enemy forwards. 
 
    Best-case, they’d distract them and keep them away. Glass had already lost good friends in this war to enemy interceptions. This was the first real resistance the Metals had encountered in this operation, but given the number of enemy planes? It looked like trouble. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Missile lock, said O’Connor’s indicator regarding one of the oncoming planes. They were coming into sight on the horizon, a swarm of growing black dots. 
 
    The two flights – Charlie and Delta – headed into them, outnumbered three or four to one. Hopefully to be reduced a bit, as O’Connor released his Skyfire missile. 
 
    He wasn’t the only one. Eight missiles lanced out from the Vipers toward the oncoming Zinj aircraft. Alarms lit up on O’Connor’s dashboard; missile lock, threat indicator negative. No, positive. No, negative. Blooms of fire definitely lancing toward them, lots of inbound missiles. 
 
    He stuck to Jamison’s wing as the wing leader turned his plane upwards, following Mordar. Gaining altitude, picking up speed, aiming to jump the Zinj from above. 
 
    The Zinj had their own ideas about that, were already climbing themselves. The trails of missiles crossed paths; missiles fired like this were going to be easy to dodge, but O’Connor kept a keen eye on his radar. 
 
    Moving forwards, accelerating so hard he was pushed back in his chair, staying on Jamison’s wing. The distance between the eight Vipers and the twenty-plus Zinj was narrowing fast; the black dots were becoming shapes. 
 
    “Assads and Djinn,” Mordar remarked. 
 
    The volleys of missiles crossed paths, planes not far behind them. Everybody was climbing, going to twenty-three thousand feet then twenty-four, twenty-five. Wisps of cloud in the sky above them, fast-moving by any objective terms but as good as stationary relative to the speeding aircraft.  
 
    There were clouds below them, for that matter. This looked like it might become that rare thing over the desert, a close-up instrument fight. Big clouds not much higher, maybe twenty-nine thousand feet. It was going to be an overcast day. 
 
    Missile incoming, missile incoming. O’Connor could see them oncoming; as Jamison did he hit the throttle and the missiles raced past the Vipers, starting to turn behind them. As did most of the Confederated Union missiles, except for one lucky shot that came within proximity range of a climbing Djinn. 
 
    The missile exploded and tore half the Djinn’s wing off; fire started to burn. The plane went into a corkscrew, and a parachute erupted from it. 
 
    No time to watch. The enemy were coming, head-on. O’Connor fired a burst of cannon into an oncoming Assad, thought he saw sparks scoring across the enemy plane’s armored nose. Incoming fire coming in; the Assads had dual cannon, twenty-five millimeter he’d heard, and streaks of tracers lashed out at the Confederated Union planes. Something seemed to flick O’Connor’s wing for a moment as his radar probed, searching for a missile lock; he saw another Assad coming into his gunsights and fired, leading his target. 
 
    Bone-white tracers lashed out from his plane and these shots definitely hit, slamming into the enemy plane’s nose and then across the wing; from hundreds of yards away the plane appeared to shake. 
 
    And then the Zinj planes passed underneath, the eight Vipers turning as some of the Zinj were, O’Connor on Jamison’s wing. Mordar and Castle were to their left a couple of hundred yards away, Delta Flight’s four planes to their right about the same distance; circling, turning. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Djinn, Murads,” came Squadron-Colonel Farman. “Engage the enemy interception. All Assads, go for the bombers!” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Rahman said into the mike, then addressed his flight: “You heard the commander. No turning for us.” 
 
    The bombers were flying ahead of them, fifteen big shapes. Rattlesnakes, which meant they had tail guns and mean ones. You engaged them from below if you could, or above. Behind was likely to get you shot up. 
 
    You engaged them with missiles if you could. Rahman’s radar was showing him a lock, and he released one, then another missile. 
 
    Chaff and flares began to litter the sky. A glance behind showed that the eight Vipers who’d peeled off to engage him were mixing it up with the Murads and Djinn. 
 
    The other Vipers, the ones who’d stayed with the squadron, were holding formation above and behind the bombers as those planes went in, nearing their objective. 
 
    Missile lock, said Rahman’s indicator. Then it blinked off. Then on, as he lined his gunsights up on a bomber. The sky was beginning to fill with ECW chaos; flares and chaff. But missiles flew on direct ballistic courses when they’d been fired without guidance; it required an eye, but Rahman was an experienced pilot who had that. 
 
    Two at a time, the still-escorting Vipers peeled off to engage the oncoming Assad squadron. Tracers slashed past his plane. 
 
    “Stay on target,” Rahman told his flight. Assads could take a few hits, and head-on Vipers weren’t going to keep him in their sights – not with a little evasive action, and he started jinking his plane – long enough to be a threat. “And go for the bombers!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Under the tail of Sub-Commander Glass’ Rattlesnake, Flight Sergeant Calpurnia Jordan sat behind a pair of 20mm cannon, craning her full-suited head for a sight of where the damn interceptors were. Radar feed – she had a tablet-sized screen showing that – showed them oncoming. But they weren’t behind the Rattlesnakes yet, there was nothing she could do. 
 
    Her finger itched on the trigger. From her experience, and there had been some in this war so far, she wasn’t going to get a chance to shoot back at the bastards until the bombs had been dropped. But she was ready. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Ten minutes to target,” reported Lieutenant Adam Rasmussen, Glass’ bombardier, over the plane’s radio network. 
 
    Rasmussen lay in a front blister, behind his controls and a pair of 20mm front-facing cannon. The designers of the Rattlesnake had decided to give the plane a strafing ability, as though ten thousand pounds of bombs weren’t enough. 
 
    Glass had no intention of going so low and slow as to make strafing worth anyone’s time. And from past experience, the Assads weren’t going to get in front of him anyway, or any of the planes of his flight. 
 
    There were, on the other hand, times he wished he had a center bubble turret like the Anaconda strategic bombers did. Being able to shoot back would have been nice around now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hauraki felt the Assads’ fire whip past him, and turned his plane to engage. Lieutenant Biller, his wingman, stuck by him like glue; more red tracers came past. 
 
    “Break,” he ordered his remaining escort flights. 
 
    If the Zinj shitbags in the heavy fighters wanted a close-in brawl, he and the escorting Skulls were more than ready to give them one. 
 
    He turned, missile lock went positive and he put a Skyfire flaming forwards toward one of the Assads. The enemy fighter hit a flare and broke hard right; the missile spent itself on the flare but Hauraki had anticipated the evasive maneuver, guessed correctly on the direction and put a long burst of cannon-fire across the Assad, one of whose engines started to smoke. 
 
    The twelve enemy planes were still coming, as the bombers adjusted course into approach paths and accelerated. Minutes to the destination. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An Assad came in on the bomber’s wing, firing cannon. It was just the opportunity Flight Sergeant Jordan had been waiting for, and her index fingers squeezed the triggers of her double cannon. The guns boomed, double streams of red fire lashing out into the cockpit of the plane no more than three hundred yards away.  
 
    They smashed the canopy, killed the pilot, went past to shred the big fighter’s double rudder; the plane nosed downwards and Calpurnia Jordan pumped a gloved fist in the air, banged it exuberantly against the inside of the plane. First kill! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Good job, Sergeant Jordan,” said Glass from the pilot’s seat. “Lieutenant Rasmussen, what’s our ETA?” 
 
    “Seven minutes,” he said. 
 
    Glass pushed the stick forward, his feet on their pedals making small adjustments as, his flight behind Commander Fuesting’s, he brought the big Rattlesnake bomber down into an approach path. 
 
    “Six minutes,” Rasmussen reported. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    O’Connor fired another burst into the Djinn, which was diving hard and might have been hit. Then someone shouted over the frequency: “Chaser, your six!” 
 
    Fire lashed into his Viper as O’Connor turned. There was a Murad there, hugging him, no more than three hundred yards away. Its cannon was firing and O’Connor, on instinct more than anything else, hit the pedals and the stick and broke hard-left down. 
 
    The Murad’s pilot was slick, maybe psychic-slick; he’d anticipated that and stayed right on O’Connor’s back, firing into him. Shells slammed into the Viper’s wing. Not many, O’Connor was jiggling his stick back and forth to wobble his plane in the sky and make himself a harder target, but he could feel the hits, feel the damage to his ailerons and the slight reduction in responsiveness. 
 
    Fuck, shit, get off me you bastard! 
 
    Fear rose up in him. 
 
    “Someone give me a hand here!” 
 
    Castle’s plane came screaming down behind the Murad, released a Skyfire. The Murad’s pilot might have had a second to know what was about to hit him before his plane exploded in a mid-air fireball. 
 
    “Good kill, Cock-Eye,” came Mordar’s voice. “Thanks for setting him up, Chaser.” 
 
    “Dude, thanks,” O’Connor told Castle. 
 
    “Four,” was all Castle said in reply. 
 
    “On me and let’s go after those Assads,” said Mordar.  
 
    There was a running battle going on in the sky a few miles south of them, the Assads trying to bring down the bombers. From smoke coming from some of them they’d already done some damage; as O’Connor watched, the wing of one Rattlesnake broke off and the plane, starting to burn like a Roman candle, went down. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    “Let’s keep them from getting any more of them, shall we!”  
 
    Pursued by the remaining Murads and Djinn, the Vipers headed toward the Assads. One appeared in O’Connor’s sights for a moment and he pulled the trigger, bringing his nose up to lead the enemy plane and hitting it with a stream of cannon fire that didn’t seem to do anything. 
 
    Mordar was luckier, or maybe just better. As they closed in she got an Assad with a burst that smashed along the top of its fuselage, smashing rudder and cockpit. The plane’s turning course became straight, and someone else fired another burst into it. Mordar kept firing herself, chewing the big fighter to pieces with her cannon; an engine seemed to disintegrate, something flashed in a brief explosion and the plane veered downwards, trailing smoke as it headed down. 
 
    Ahead and below, they could see dark shapes in the desert. Coming up on the target. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rahman had taken hits but the nice thing about flying an Assad was that the planes had been heavily overengineered as well as armored; he could take those hits and keep flying. 
 
    Now he brought the plane around for another pass, aiming for one of the lead Rattlesnakes. Three of the fifteen had been brought down, but they were coming up close to the target; the interception had been too little, too late. 
 
    His thumb jabbed the button on his stick, and a double stream of red twenty-five millimeter tracers slashed out from his guns, cutting into the top of the Rattlesnake’s wings. Another of the planes opened up on him in return, but Rahman was random-walking his plane, making little course adjustments and the incoming tail-gun fire went wild around him. 
 
    Missile lock. Missile lock, the warning beeped. 
 
    He punched the button, hit a flare and an oncoming Skyfire missile was decoyed away. For a second a Viper came into his sights and Rahman opened up on that; then he was peeling away, making his way around for another pass. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Two minutes,” Rasmussen reported to Glass. “One minute. Opening bomb bays.” 
 
    The plane’s aerodynamics perceptibly changed as a grinding sound came through the fuselage. 
 
    “Targets locked.” 
 
    “Incoming!” said Ensign Carstairs, their ECW operator. 
 
    “So react!” Captain Rodger, Glass’ co-pilot, snapped back at the rookie. 
 
    “Taking control,” said Rasmussen. “Final approach.” 
 
    “Bombardier has the stick,” Glass responded reflexively. 
 
    He watched, his stick inert in his hands, as Rasmussen lined up targets below. Ahead of him, the three planes remaining of Commander Fuesting’s flight dropped their own bombs. 
 
    Then: 
 
    “Bombs a-waaaay!” Rasmussen cried, and hit the trigger. 
 
    The Rattlesnake’s five massive AGS-6 Crusader bombs fell out of the bomb bay, guidance systems engaging and taking control of their flight paths. Relieved of ten thousand pounds of weight, the plane leapt up into the air. Below and ahead of them something big exploded on the ground in a bright orange flame, twenty thousand feet below, as one of the earlier planes’ bombs hit something critical.  
 
    More fountains of explosions came across the sand; the AGS-6 Crusaders weighed two thousand pounds apiece, were designed for taking out bunkers or the heavy armor they were going for, and they made tremendous explosions in the sand. 
 
    Glass took the stick again and flew the Rattlesnake, which handled smoother and lighter now it had been relieved of the weight, up and left. Incoming fire hammered at them but the Assads were losing heart; the objective had been achieved. 
 
    An Assad appeared in front of them, going for one of Fuesting’s flight. Rasmussen, able to fire his guns for once, opened up on it. But the plane jinked and evaded expertly as it fired, and the left engine of the Rattlesnake it was targeting was caught in that fire, exploded. Flames spread across the bomber’s wing and Glass thought fuck, that could just as easily have been me as the plane went down burning. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Some of the Assads had broken off the turning bombers; others were fixated on them, trying to kill them as they fled. One of them was maneuvering, bringing his cannon to bear down on one of the third of the four flights. 
 
    He didn’t seem to see O’Connor and Jamison as their Vipers bore down on him in turn, until their cannon opened up and tore into the big fighter. Cannon shells ripped the plane’s wings up, exploded one of the engines. 
 
    “Keep it up,” said Jamison, but the Assad’s wingman was coming in behind Jamison, who broke right and down to evade. The wingman followed Jamison down, came into the sights of another Rattlesnake’s tailguns and was hit, hit badly.  
 
    O’Connor kept his focus on the first Assad, which was somehow managing to stay in the air despite his right-hand engine being a blaze of flame. His cannon hammered the rudder and the wing; the Assad popped flares and desperately twisted, fighting to stay in the air and to get away from O’Connor’s fire. Then its controls seemed to stop functioning and the plane started to corkscrew. A figure ejected from the cockpit. 
 
    My second definite air-to-air kill, O’Connor thought. Fuck yeah! 
 
    Jamison turned around, Castle and Mordar coming in on the Assads who’d been going after him. The plane hit afterburners and broke away. 
 
    Other Assads, the surviving ones, were breaking off as eleven of the original fifteen Rattlesnakes headed home. 
 
    

  

 
  
   . 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Group Captain Kate ‘Spiker’ Paulk, commander of the 90th Combined Group, put the radio down. Four Rattlesnakes from the 65th lost; that was painful. But it was within actuarial probability that they’d take some losses in the third and fourth waves of the strikes, and those four bombers had been a fair exchange for what had apparently been two battalions of Zinj heavy armor completely destroyed.  
 
    A fighter from the Skulls had also been lost; one ‘Rook’ Mota, apparently. With a callsign like that – it obviously stood for Rookie – well… infant mortality happened.  
 
    “Give Fuesting my condolences for their crews,” Paulk said. “And Hauraki, for his pilot.” 
 
    They’d been shot down far closer to enemy than to friendly units, and with the way the Zinj behaved toward prisoners so far – yeah, any who’d made it to the ground were unlikely ever to see home again. It wasn’t nice, but it was reality. Paulk looked the other way – in theory, the scum would have exchange value – when her Pathfinders shot Zinj prisoners out of hand, although they didn’t always. 
 
    “Conveying it to Jaeger,” said her communications officer. “65th is due back at Cone Hill in forty-five minutes; awaiting further orders.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Ahmed Merza had been sitting out in the desert all night, his radar active and probing. From the command position of his ARH-4 Junker main battle tank, set on the crest of a low ridge looking east across empty desert, it had been a boring night. Just the occasional burbles of communication from the other tanks of D Company, which were spread out in a long line; about five miles from each other, for the purpose of a screening line. 
 
    Three hours ago, before dawn, one of his platoon leaders had reported cavalry moving out near his position twenty miles south; Raiders and Khalsans, heading out to some objective in the east. There’d been a little bit of communication from those guys since; definite radio noise, but most of in codes Merza’s radios weren’t equipped to translate. Digital gibberish. 
 
    Now, communications came in that were for him: coming from not Sub-Colonel Thurber but Colonel Janssen, who reported directly to Brigadier Congreve. 
 
    “Delta Company, 2/97,” Janssen said. “Acknowledge.” 
 
    “Acknowledge, sir,” said Merza over the same burst transmission. He wondered if Sub Thurber was being kept in the loop but he was; burst transmissions like this were normally forwarded to the relevant parties’ communications officers. 
 
    “I want you to gather your company and move to these coordinates.” Colonel Janssen gave them. “That clear?” 
 
    “Clear, sir,” said Merza. A part of him wanted to ask who’d take over his company’s screening duties, but he assumed someone would. And to be completely honest, sitting out in the desert acting as an extended radar array was no fun anyway. Someone else could do the screening duties. The aircraft got to fight, the cav got to fight, it was about time for the tanks to fight! 
 
    “Delta Company,” he spoke into his mike, recording a burst transmission. There wasn’t much point in minimizing your electronic footprint with burst transmissions when your radar were screaming all-out active, but orders were orders. “No more screening for us. Move out!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They had screening elements,” Squadron-Colonel Maha reported. “Armor strung along a long line, relying on radar. It now looks as though those tanks are being moved aside and consolidated. 
 
    “Replaced with cavalry?” Senior Colonel Afzal al-Malik asked. 
 
    “No. According to our Deep Recon” – far-forward scouts and infiltrators – “they’re not being replaced by anything. al-Sayyad may have grown overconfident. She does have reason to be, she thinks.” 
 
    Yes, al-Sayyad had done a fine job this morning. Across her sector, Zinj elements were in complete disarray. The Emir of Khalat had dissolved into screaming insanity; the last reports said that he was on the edge of going berserk, had beheaded half a dozen of his own senior officers. Shooting matches had erupted between al-Rafsa and Djegouni elements, while the Confederated Union kept pounding and pounding away at the shattered, disorganized Zinj forces. 
 
    Shattered and disorganized except for the Fist of Allah and its group. 
 
    Conditions were perfect. Thank you, al-Sayyad. The one-eyed bitch did not know what a favor, prestige-wise, she was about to do the mighty al-Sayidi clan. 
 
    “Give orders to the pilots,” al-Malik decided. “We launch. Jaridahs and Murads, for Howard Field and Cone Hill. Move the carriers forwards, destroy them, drive a wedge into the Confederated Union counteroffensive. Then land ground troops and take the bases.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Our next objective,” Sub-Commander Jimmy-Jane told the assembled Skulls, “is a supply base. We’ve been smashing the crap out of the Zinj front line units, and now it’s time to destroy their rear-end ability to operate. This base is a refueling and resupply point, and we have it on good authority – by which I mean our Forward Recon boys have eyeballed it – that this is a regimental-strength point on their logistical supply line, a major waypoint being built into divisional strength. 
 
    “We’re not going to allow them to. You fifteen” – ‘Rook’ Mota was absent presumed dead, but casualties happened in war, O’Connor was starting to realize – “are going to hit the bastards, with the Rattlesnakes of the 65th, flying with them again. Zinj are going to defend themselves, they’re going to have surface-to-air assets and probably some kind of interception. We’re going to go in ready to engage both – waste the place, level the place ourselves, so Skull planes will be carrying air-to-ground ordnance as well as being equipped to smash any air-to-air interceptions they may attempt.” 
 
    “Grab some breakfast, people,” said Hauraki. “Report here in half an hour for final update, then we fly out again. Ake ake?” 
 
    “Kia kaha!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    O’Connor sat across a table with Gamache and Jamison, drinking strong coffee. 
 
    “Here’s to Mota,” Gamache said. “May she rest well.” 
 
    “May she live,” said Jamison. Nobody had seen her eject, but nobody had seen her die either. Anything was possible. 
 
    “Mota, Yoko, Clark, Hitchinson,” said O’Connor. “Peace to them all.” He took another bite on his burrito. Tired already, although it wasn’t yet seven thirty. 
 
    “The hell with peace,” said ‘Ironrod’ Black, joining them. “Eternal glory in Valhalla for all of them. All of us.” 
 
    “You and your Viking bullshit,” said Gamache, without any particular rancor. 
 
    “Asatru bullshit, thank you very much.” 
 
    O’Connor finished his coffee, went to the urn to get more. The others seemed good on that; Gamache and Jamison both had the slightly wired look of people on amphetamines, which had been authorized by the group medical officer this morning. O’Connor had a couple of thirty-milligram pills in the pocket of his flight suit, but he wasn’t going to use them unless he had to; he’d go with coffee for now. 
 
    “Five minute warning,” came Sub-Commander Brusil. “Get to your stations, we’re heading out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Good hunting, boss,” said Chief Airman Tyrell. 
 
    “Thanks, Chief,” O’Connor said and Tyrell slammed his Viper’s canopy down. 
 
    Engines on. Powering forwards, following Runway Control’s directions. Into the overcast sky, to join the eleven Rattlesnakes already flying in a wide formation around Cone Hill. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
     
 
    Mighty engines powered the Fist of Allah as planes launched, one at a time. Jaridah medium bombers were already in the area; now a growing swarm of Murads joined them. 
 
    More planes were launching from the Lawah, more Murads to escort the Jaridah bombers. The camouflage netting had been shed and discarded, left to field engineers to pack; the massive grey carriers were no longer hiding. Great flumes of dust were thrown up into the sky as they thundered west, as the al-Sayidi clan fully entered the war in Eastern Watch. 
 
    Senior Colonel Afzal al-Malik looked proudly around at his formations, from the seat of his personal Murad. Four squadrons of twelve Jaridahs apiece, four squadrons of Murads plus a few commanders’ personal aircraft like his own. A hundred and two airplanes in all, and that just the tip of the al-Sayidi clan’s mighty spear. There were more forces coming up in the east, within a few hundred miles now, but creating order from chaos, achieving victory from what had until now been a day of disaster for the Zinj – yes, it was an opportune time. 
 
    In just a few minutes they would head out. The men below, mechanics and laborers, were arming up, ready to follow the aircraft in. A battalion of B-12 main battle tanks would be the tip of the ground spear, although there was sufficient force in the air that they shouldn’t need to do any more than bounce the rubble. Behind the B-12s were enough activated-reserve infantry, whose regular jobs were carrier support and logistics, to comprise two effective regiments. Not very good troops, but their purpose wasn’t going to involve too much more than mopping up. 
 
    The enemy capabilities south of Harlan City would be degraded; then Howard Field and Cone Hill would be destroyed, taken – there was no need to take them intact – then launched from, a smashing offensive into the infidels’ support and supply networks. Paving the way for the main al-Sayidi field force, due to arrive in the area in a week and a half although air elements could be brought forwards much faster if need be, to drive at Sand Harbor itself. 
 
     “For the glory of Allah,” al-Malik murmured to himself as more planes launched. “And the almighty al-Sayidi clan.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Pathfinder Sub-Commander Kenneth Ramsay, chief of operations security at Howard Field, was that rare thing for a Confederated Union airman on the morning of Operation Cathedral: bored. 
 
    There had been the usual patrols, coordinating with Army, for enemy deep-recon elements. One of the trackers – hired mercenaries, mostly former prospectors – had found traces of enemy movement a few days ago, but the bastards were long gone. They’d come, they’d observed for what the local man had estimated as probably two nights, then bugged out. 
 
    Other units had been raided by enemy deep recon, their scouting and special forces. There’d been slashing attempts at cavalry raids too, but none near Howard Field or Cone Hill, which was eighty miles north of Howard.  
 
    Ramsay’s job – he had a battery of sixteen Armacore Industries GAM-2 surface-to-air missile launchers, a platoon of four HMA-5250 anti-aircraft vehicles, 30mm chainguns mounted on an adaptation of the Lancer chassis, and a company of a hundred and thirty tough-nutted Pathfinders, in addition to Echo Company of the 75th Cav, although like the rest of the cavalry those guys were out hitting some enemy position right now, to do it with – was base security for Howard.  
 
    It had been a consideration for a bit; his GAM-2s had fired in anger a few times, but right now was not one of those times. The three squadrons based at Howard had been busy, working on an optempo Ramsay didn’t envy but apparently doing some real damn harm to the Zinj from what he’d been hearing from TOC. 
 
    Actually, Sub-Commander Ramsay thought as he strolled toward the base Tactical Operations Center after another inspection of the GAM-2s ringing the base, and the troops on watch past them, maybe he did envy the flyboys a bit. They were doing something. Other bases had been hit by cavalry raids in the past, especially during the great retreat from the Brodie Line; there had been fighting in other areas. But his men were yet to engage the enemy from outside radar range; aside from a pair of handcuffed Zinj prisoners the cavalry had brought in, none of his men had seen a single Zinj so far this war. 
 
    He descended the hard concrete steps to the base TOC, a bunker under eight feet of concrete itself. The sentry outside – Airman First-Class Cantwell – saluted him. 
 
    Inside was surprisingly spacious and airy, the ceiling seven feet high. There were monitors around the place, not all of the ones on the walls showing critical information. Because officers, some of them senior ones, would be spending meaningful time in the places, some thought had been given to the psychology of interior design, trying to make the places less hostile and stressful than ‘bunker’ would imply.  
 
    Ramsay wasn’t too sure how much he liked his tax dollars being spent on – rumor had it, among other things – feng shui consultants, but he had to admit that the place was nice. 
 
    “All’s well on the perimeter?” Commander Johnny Haswell asked. He was a handsome blond man, the 90th Group’s XO. 
 
    “All’s well and nothing to report,” said Ramsay. “Not a peep from the screening forces, either.” 
 
    The tanks, deployed far out in the desert, would be their first line of warning in the unlikely event of a Zinj counterattack. They hadn’t reported a damn thing in hours. 
 
    Suddenly, an alarm screamed. The handful of people in the TOC – most of 90th Group was being run out of Cone Hill – looked up sharply. 
 
    “We have incoming from the east,” said a technical sergeant at a console. “Not responding to IFF. Thirty miles and closing.” 
 
    The hell. Why hadn’t the armor screen reported that? 
 
    “Full alert,” said Ramsay. It was his call. “Now! Full alert and we’ll worry about the screening troops’ dereliction of duty later.” 
 
    “Yessir!” 
 
    The tech sergeant hit buttons. Alarms sounded, Howard Field’s defenses came to alert and Sub-Commander Ramsay ran out the door to personally supervise the first real action he’d seen of this war. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Radar lock, came the warning on Flying Officer First-Class Aswad Rabbani’s indicator. He was wingman to the lead pilot of the attack, two squadrons of Murads and two of Jaridahs as they came down on the base. Missile lock. 
 
    Rabbani had expected that, they’d been briefed on that. He hit missile-release twice and a pair of radar-seeking missiles detached from his plane. His squadron’s role was to engage the base defenses and clear the way for the rest of the operation, the Jaridah bombers in particular who’d be doing the real destruction. 
 
    Missile incoming. 
 
    Not for long, thought Rabbani. 
 
    Squadron-Colonel Othman aimed his Murad down and Rabbani followed. Othman had released missiles from his own plane as they engaged the base, zooming in low. The squadron’s second and third flights broke left and right as they peeled off and descended on Howard Field. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    His submachinegun clutched in white-knuckled hands, Sub-Commander Kenneth Ramsay bolted across Howard Field’s runway as hell broke loose. There was the whoosh of his SAMs launching, and now his HMA-5250s began to engage, their twin chainguns going chakka-chakka-chakka as they fired long bursts at the incoming air. Hundreds of thirty-millimeter rounds saturated the sky. 
 
    Behind him the base’s primary radar array exploded. He threw himself into a roll and made a foxhole as more explosions tore up the runway behind him, eviscerating a pair of Freightlifters that had been parked there. 
 
    Hangars exploded and then there was a deafening boom, a sound he’d heard about; it meant they’d taken out one of his surface-to-air batteries. 
 
    Fuck, he thought as Murads appeared, flying low, their cannon ripping up the base. The secondary radar disintegrated under a missile, another Freightlifter exploded and the HMA-5250 chainguns went nuts. 
 
    Explosions tore up Howard Field and Ramsay thought shit, this is what it feels like. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
     “Oh, shit!” Tangetti yelled. “Ma’am, get over here now, we’ve got a problem!” 
 
    “The hell,” said Jaeger a minute later. Howard Field essentially destroyed. Paulk at Cone Hill screaming for help because she had hostiles inbound herself, multiple-squadron strength. 
 
    The data feed going to her was not good news. The enemy had somehow managed to marshal multiple groups, what might have been a reinforced carrier group. The outer bases – South Pass, Hanlon’s Pass, Jaggan’s Way – were being bombed; beyond Carrier Group Alexio, on the north side of the mountains defending Harlan City proper, it was reasonable to assume she had no functional assets in the north. 
 
    Not much in the northeast, either. Shit, if they took – if they destroyed – Cone Hill, she was fucked from that direction. The way to Sand Harbor was already open in the southeast; for it to be opened in the northeast as well? 
 
    She’d thrown everything into the offensive, had nothing to defend with. This was a situation going disastrous fast. 
 
    “Ma’am,” came Group Captain Jenkins’ voice. 
 
    “Jenkins.” He’d have something relevant to say, she could tell. She knew the little bastard by now. 
 
    “Estimate this to be a reinforced carrier group. One unit, their coherence has been well. And – we’ve just gotten a clear voice communication from the Emir of Khalat!” 
 
    Who had apparently gone into a full-on psychological breakdown an hour ago. 
 
    “Put him on,” Jaeger ordered. Knowing that maybe one or two people in this command center, other than herself, would understand the eastern-Zinj dialect the man would be using. Not caring, she wanted to hear it for herself and she wanted the information now. 
 
    “…you fucking fuckers!” the man was bellowing. “Concealing your carrier force until now! We knew you were there, we always knew, you fucking cowards!” 
 
    “Oh, be quiet,” came a sneering voice in response. “The Rafsas have failed, pissants. The Djegounis have failed. The time has come for a new order.” 
 
    “The al-Sayidis,” said Jaeger under her breath. 
 
    “The mighty al-Sayidi clan,” the voice sneered. “Bow down and bend over, Khalat.” 
 
    “Senior Chief Mikkelson,” Jaeger told the senior translator in the sector HQ, “get a transcript of that out to the command staff now. Until it’s done – people, we’ve got a third force at play. The al-Sayidi clan has come and they’re here in force.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” said Jenkins. “Two things. First, Paulk at Cone Hill is under attack herself. Second, the enemy has communications for us.” 
 
    “Paulk can dig in or flee,” said Jaeger. “The communication for us is going to be an al-Sayidi declaration of war that we don’t have time to listen to. Have you triangulated an estimated location of that al-Sayidi carrier group yet?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” said Sub-Commander Rose, one of Jenkins’ section heads. 
 
    “Good. Turn everything we have in the air within range on it. I don’t want to dither; we’re not going to dither. The al-Sayidis like to set mental traps and we’re not going to fall for this one; they think they’ve got the initiative and we’ll be reacting to them, but we’re not going to play along. Those attacking aircraft came from a carrier group. From the locations they’re hitting and the estimated strength of their carriers, they’ve denuded that carrier group; oh, there’ll be a reserve, but two fighter squadrons can take that. Tell me, Tangetti, that we have one workable fighter squadron and one good bomber squadron in the air right now going outbound.” 
 
    Tangetti didn’t take long to respond. 
 
    “We have the 28th Fighters and the 65th Bombers,” she reported to Jaeger. “Outbound from Cone Hill as of fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    “Reroute them. Send everything available to join them. They’re to destroy the al-Sayidi carrier element.” 
 
    “We’re being cut to shreds and you want to attack, ma’am?” asked Holt unbelievingly. 
 
    Jaeger turned to stare her XO in the face. 
 
    “It’s the last thing they’re going to expect, so it’s the only thing that’s going to work,” she said. “Do it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Hauraki said. “Yes, ma’am. Got it.” 
 
    Sector Six, Jaeger herself, hung up. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    He had a job to do. The Skulls had a job to do. Now was when it really came time to earn his pay. 
 
    “Follow me on north, A Flight,” he said. “Fuesting, you heard that conversation.” 
 
    “I did,” came Commander Amanda Fuesting’s calm voice. “On you?” 
 
    “Alpha Flight will guard your bombers. The other flights will split up, wings will split up, into the area where the carrier is likely to be.” 
 
    From the timing of the targets that had been hit, the direction the planes had come from – although they’d almost certainly doglegged at some point to make backtracking harder – adjusted by known speed capabilities of the enemy aircraft, Intelligence had derived a box in which the carrier almost certainly was.  
 
    Adjusted that by the surrounding terrain – the fact that the carrier had had to be hiding somewhere, which would imply near a terrain obstacle, but carriers were awful at crossing even the slightest terrain obstacles; they were restricted to flat plains and the lowest of low hills – and some probable areas had been derived. 
 
    The Skulls had to cover all of that space, find the damn thing and attack. They and the bombers were going to be heading in against a considerably superior force – probably multiple reserve squadrons defending, in addition to the carrier group’s own defenses; if those were anything like what the Alexio and the Avaya had, they’d be considerable – while loaded for an entirely different mission. 
 
    Tough shit, thought Hauraki. If any of his pilots had wanted easy, they could have transferred to a different outfit! 
 
    He gave his orders. There was a chorus of affirmatives as the planes of his squadron, the planes behind him, peeled off. 
 
    “Find the bastard and kill it,” came Sector command. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We should have had screening elements south of the passes and east of Cone Hill and Howard Field,” said Jaeger. “I specifically ordered the Junkers and Ritters of 97th Regiment to form a protective line, and some of 98th. What I want to know is what the hell happened to them.” 
 
    There was nothing she could do for the time being, short of maybe listen to the al-Sayidi declaration of war. Jenkins had confirmed that the open-channel communication had been that; she could pay attention to the details later. 
 
    “Lost contact with Paulk at 90th,” reported someone. “Last reports were that Cone Hill is destroyed.” 
 
    “Send combat engineers,” said Holt. “If the 65th and the 28th make it out of this, they’re going to need somewhere to land.” 
 
    Jaeger nodded approval and Holt began to give the orders. There was a reserve company of Freiherrs not too far away, with an air-defense battery; he routed those, too, to the destroyed airbase. But she had other matters to worry about. 
 
    “Ma’am, we’ve made contact with a Major Lawson of 97th Armored,” said Sub-Commander Conroy. “Brigadier Cosgreve is still unavailable.” 
 
    “What does Lawson have to say for himself.” 
 
    “They were moved, ma’am. The armor received orders a couple of hours ago to shut down radar and haul ass north. They’ve formed up here and here” – Conroy indicated the locations on the sector-wide plotting table. 
 
    For a moment, Jaeger had the hope this might be at least another asset to throw at the damn al-Sayidi carrier group. But no, nowhere close. 
 
    The armor had been moved. Her screening elements had been ordered, behind her back, away from where they had been needed, away from where they would have given Cone Hill, Howard Field and the pass bases warning that might have saved them. 
 
    Her forces had been crippled in the north and hundreds of people had been killed because Cosgreve had wanted to play toy soldier. 
 
    “Holt,” Jaeger said. “Command is yours. Conroy, come with me. And bring Captain Vikanian.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Brigadier Cosgreve isn’t taking visitors,” said the Army lieutenant outside the door to his headquarters. From the fact that Cosgreve had seen fit to put an officer there, he’d obviously been expecting this call. Cold fury burned through Jaeger; hundreds of people are dead because this man went behind my back. 
 
    She wasn’t in a mood to be reasonable and she wasn’t at all in a mood to take shit from lieutenants. She turned to her security chief. 
 
    “It wasn’t a request. Vikanian, disarm these men. I’m coming in.” 
 
    “This seems irregular, ma’am,” said Vikanian. He had a full squad of Pathfinders with him. 
 
    “This is irregular. I want Cosgreve’s security element disarmed and every member of his headquarters staff put under arrest.” And erect a gallows, she wanted to say. 
 
    “Lieutenant, I think you may want to hand over that gun,” Vikanian told the man. The four enlisted men with the Army officer were watching the situation nervously, but keeping their hands visible and well clear from the functional parts of the automatic carbines slung from their shoulders. 
 
    The lieutenant had four men; Vikanian had a full squad. They didn’t know what was going on, other than that the boss was pissed, but they’d taken covering positions. If any of the Army grunts tried anything – she hoped they wouldn’t, but all four of the soldiers were young enlisted men and you never could tell with young kids – then they’d be shot. 
 
    A lot of eyes were darting around nervously; was this going to turn into a firefight or not? Then the lieutenant raised his hands, allowing Air Corporal Wilpers to step forwards and relieve him of his SI-7. The enlisted men followed their officer’s lead, moving aside. 
 
    Jaeger wrenched open the door to Cosgreve’s command post and stormed in.  
 
    “What the hell – get out of my space, bitch!” Cosgreve snarled. The generously-sized bunker had a dozen officers and about that many senior enlisted men, technicians, spaced around terminals and a plotting table only slightly the inferior of the one in Jaeger’s headquarters, showing the same information. 
 
    It was exactly the wrong thing for Cosgreve to say. 
 
    Jaeger, who had been in a state of icy-controlled fury, lost that control. Before she realized what she was doing she’d drawn her sidearm. It was a non-regulation personal weapon; CU standard issue for officers was a 10mm automatic, while this was a tried and true .357 revolver that had killed men before. 
 
    Instinctively, her thumb pulled the gun’s hammer back as she leveled it at Cosgreve’s face. 
 
    There were gasps and breaths from around the headquarters. Hands went into the air. 
 
    “Ma’am…” Vikanian began. 
 
    Jaeger shook her head. 
 
    “Section 419, Subsection E, Part Three, Paragraph Five,” she said coldly. 
 
    Cosgreve’s mouth turned to say something, but – possibly due to the cocked .357 whose barrel he was looking down, she didn’t think he’d caught her legal citation – thought better of it. 
 
    “Summary execution under combat circumstances,” said someone who was probably the headquarters legal officer. 
 
    One or two others nodded. 
 
    “But I don’t want to blow your miserable brains out,” Jaeger said.  
 
    A lie; she wanted nothing more. But Paragraph Five had several subsections of clarification after it, and the fact was that she’d be relieved of command pending an automatic court-martial if she did summarily execute someone. Cone Hill was being destroyed as she spoke; the court-martial would probably not convict her. But it would happen and she didn’t want to leave Eastern Watch just yet. 
 
    Cosgreve’s mouth gibbered something. Pleading? 
 
    “I’m not that merciful,” she said. “Hundreds of people died thanks to your borderline treason, and I owe their families the pleasure of watching you hang. You and your entire staff” – she glared around the bunker – “because one of you should have informed me about this man’s behavior, and I’m holding you collectively responsible. Vikanian, take every man – every individual”, because there were a few women here – “into custody.” 
 
    “Yessir.” Now she’d cited legal precedent, her security chief seemed a lot more confident obeying those orders. She made a note to herself. 
 
    “I have a battle to command,” she told Cosgreve. “A disaster that you caused. You personally, Cosgreve, and that every single individual in this room was actively complicit in. If you individuals don’t have the decency to feel bad for the hundreds, possibly thousands, of deaths you’ve caused?” 
 
    Her eyes flickered away from Cosgreve’s – her gun didn’t, for a moment – to look around the room. Colonel Janssen’s eyes met hers then looked down; the expressions of most of the others, especially the junior officers and enlisted, read as shame. 
 
    Jaeger had no pity. Every single person in this room had treasonously failed in their duty by allowing the screening units to move; any of them could have communicated with her. Left the bunker and communicated with her, and probably received a commendation; she’d carefully established that reputation for never, ever shooting the bringers of even the worst news. 
 
    She’d established that reputation for a reason, something borderline catastrophic was happening despite it, and these people had ignored it. They’d chosen to comply with Cosgreve’s going behind her back. They’d actively enabled the unfolding disaster. 
 
    And speaking of unfolding disasters… 
 
    “I have a battle to command,” she repeated. “Vikanian, report to me when every last one of the shitbags in this room have been locked up and advised of their rights. I’ll be back in the TOC.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    “The mighty al-Sayidi clan,” came across Major Daoud Aboud al-Rafsa’s radio, “hereby enters the war against the Confederated Union.” 
 
    You fucks, thought Aboud. His flying of the Jaridah – toward safety, there’d been a close shave with ground-strafing CU fighters earlier this morning, and now the Emir of Khalat – who was finished as a political force – trying to grab everything he could before his own sept chiefs deposed him. 
 
    The man had gone on a beheading spree earlier today. That wasn’t going to resonate well – was already resonating very, very badly – amongst certain heirs, pleased as they might be to acquire full nobility. 
 
    Among other things, there had been a very discreet – highly coded – communication from his father, Sheikh Zakhif Aboud al-Rafsa. It had implied that perhaps the territory of Khalat could use a new Emir, that perhaps Samir Mourad al-Qazi was not the man Allah wished to rule.  
 
    Because if Allah of the flames did wish the present Emir of Khalat and his line to stay in that place, surely He would have given Emir Samir Mourad al-Qazi – that the man was being named at all, rather than described by his title, was capital-crime heresy if Sheikh Zakhif should lose his bid – better mental faculties. Such as coolness under fire. 
 
    The existence of that message – or at least the look in Major Aboud’s eyes on reading it; Squadron-Colonel Haidar has certainly seen the look in his executive officer’s eyes. 
 
    Oh, Zayn Haidar was a smart man. The squadron commander was lowborn but had acquired his place through merit late in life. He probably didn’t expect to get any higher, but if Major Daoud Aboud’s father did become Emir, then there would be a regiment-colonelcy in his life, maybe even senior colonel or division-general. 
 
    Whatever happened with the al-Sayidis, there was going to be a major shakeout within the al-Rafsa and the similarly-devastated Djegouni clans. And Major Daoud Aboud was not a man who forgot his friends. 
 
    Especially if, as had been probably just the case, those friends had kept Aboud’s head on his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We’ve found them,” said ‘Ironrod’ Black. He gave the coordinates. 
 
    Commander Amanda Fuesting nodded to herself. Her right hand moved the control stick left, north from east-south-east. 
 
    “Form on me,” she told Glass and the rest of their squadron. 
 
    The other ten Rattlesnakes of the Death Metals moved into position. Four flights, although only B consisted of so many as three bombers; A, C and D were down to half strength, casualties taken and no replacements. 
 
    It was war, Group Captain Paulk had told her. She didn’t have to like it. You did the job anyway. 
 
    “Arm your weapons and head in,” she told what was left of the squadron. “We have a carrier to destroy.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Mayday! Mayday!” screamed ‘Ripsaw’ Brusil’s voice through O’Connor’s earpiece. “Found the carrier!” 
 
    Mordar hit afterburners. For a second her plane vanished into the front, above the high rolling sandy dunes at eight thousand feet. Then O’Connor slammed his own button and his Viper leapt forwards. 
 
    This was crucial. He had some idea of just how crucial this was. New Zinj had entered the war, declaring that this new carrier and what it foreshadowed would win the war. 
 
    Destroy the Fist of Allah and the Zinj would lose cohesion; this new al-Sayidi clan would be humiliated from its entry and a civil war might erupt. 
 
    Fail to destroy the Fist of Allah, a task that was on the 65th ‘Death Metal’ and the 28th ‘Smoking Skulls’ protecting them, and the al-Sayidi clan would achieve decisive ascent among the Zinj forces in this sector. There would be no civil war; the al-Sayidis would be proven superior and the others would buckle under. 
 
    So destroy the carrier, O’Connor thought.  
 
    He didn’t have the mental bandwidth for much other thought. His plane shook as it rocketed forwards, the meter reading Mach 2, Mach 2.5, bordering on Mach 3 as, the sound barrier shattered, he thundered with the others to the squadron XO’s help. From around the search pattern the others were doing the same, fourteen Vipers descending on the carrier group Fist of Allah.  
 
    “Coming in on you,” said Commander Fuesting. 
 
    On his radar he could see the Rattlesnakes behind them, descending, coming in with their Templars to hit the carrier group O’Connor could see with his bare eyes now through his own canopy. 
 
    Missiles ripped past him before he even knew they were there, swatting someone else – he couldn’t see who – out of the sky. There were Murads in his view, fucking Murads everywhere! 
 
    Murads coming in with their guns, and O’Connor shot back at them. The carrier group and a dozen escorting overland trains were right below him, passing behind him as C Flight’s planes slowed down from Mach 2 to combat speeds. 
 
    “Well,” came ‘Icefish’ Hauraki’s calm voice. “Looks like we found them.” 
 
    “Looks like we caught a tiger by its tail,” said Mordar. 
 
    O’Connor could almost hear the grin in the squadron commander’s voice: “Well, skulls have teeth, people. We’ve caught it, now let’s bite it! Ake ake?” 
 
    “Kia kaha, bitches!” O’Connor yelled back into the microphone and, on Jamison’s wing, attacked. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It can’t be, Senior Colonel Afzal al-Malik snarled as his Murad circled for another run above the smashed and burning Cone Hill. Not much had remained, although a few men in jeeps had fled. His circling Murads and Jaridahs were going after those cowardly vermin now, the Fist of Allah with its makeshift ground forces still an hour from arrival. 
 
    “Sir, we are under attack!” came Regiment-Colonel al-Shaheen’s voice. Commander of the Fist of Allah. “There are fighters engaging our air cover and bombers forming up to engage!” 
 
    “You have defenses,” said al-Malik. “And we’re turning back. Hitting afterburners.” 
 
    Because if, within fifteen minutes of issuing the clan’s declaration of war, the al-Sayidis’ flagship carrier were to be damaged materially? It would be a humiliation, a humiliation that would embolden the inferior clans to impudence and maybe even rebellion. 
 
    That the Fist of Allah might be destroyed did not cross al-Malik’s mind. The al-Sayidi flagship, first of its name and class, was invincible. Allah’s will Itself said that worthless apostates could never threaten such a glorious creation. 
 
    But it might be damaged, as a lesson to those who were careless or unwary. Which al-Malik was not; he was from one of the finest of the al-Sayidi clan’s noble families, but he had not been given such a prime assignment as this without personal merit aside from birth.  
 
    “On me and follow me!” he yelled to the three escorting squadrons of Murads. There were two with the Fist of Allah carrier group, twenty-four planes. There were three – thirty-three planes, three had been lost to the insufficiently-warned defenses of Howard Field and Cone Hill, a pitiful cost relative to what there would have been if there had been warning – squadrons with him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “They’ll behead every last one of us if those bombers get through,” Regiment-Colonel al-Shaheen screamed through Flying Officer First-Class Rasmi Qazi’s earpieces. 
 
    “Got it, got it,” said Captain Akel, Qazi’s flight leader. He banked his Murad around, aiming for one of those oncoming bombers. 
 
    Then vanished in an explosion as a Confederated Union missile blasted him out of the sky. 
 
    “All fighters on me!” came Regiment-Colonel Badour’s voice. He flashed his lights, red and green, to make himself identifiable. “Form on me, assume formation and attack!” 
 
    Streams of tracers shredded his plane, cutting him out of the air. The plane with the flashing green and red navigation lights on its wingtips was shot out of the sky, its center burning and disintegrating. 
 
    “Attack! For the sake of Allah attack those bombers before they engage!” al-Shaheen screamed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Time on target,” said Sub-Commander Glass. “Handing it over to you, Rasmussen..” 
 
    “I have the stick,” said Rasmussen. Fuesting and her surviving wingman were emptying their AGS-8 Templar bombs down at the Fist of Allah as Glass and his wingman swept in. 
 
    “We have enemy on our six! We have enemy on our six!” screamed the tailgunner, “and he’s not giving up!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Missile lock, Allah. Missile lock, prayed Flying Officer First-Class Rasmi Qazi as he followed the big Rattlesnake in on its attack path. Fire came back at him, but he was an experienced pilot who knew how to dodge and weave, flying an agile Murad that had been built for exactly that. For fuck’s sake I can see you clearly four hundred yards below me, give me a missile lock! 
 
    The air was full of chaff and smoke, the local-defense guns of the Fist of Allah and the Lawah slashing upwards. Already two of the bombers had gone down. 
 
    Missile lock, just give me a missile lock, thought Qazi as he focused his guns. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Don’t need a missile lock to get you,” growled O’Connor under his breath as he brought his gun across the Murad’s flight path and opened up. 
 
    The bastard, intent on attempting to kill that bomber, didn’t see O’Connor. When that man’s thumb pounded the tit on his stick his gun chuddered and bone-white tracers tore into the Murad, ripping the canopy apart and killing the pilot. 
 
    See you in Valhalla, brother, thought O’Connor with a touch of sadness as the plane spiraled down. He hadn’t meant to kill anyone, and he hoped there was an afterlife. 
 
    The Reunified Catholic faith didn’t say Zinj would make it there, but the buggers fought well and they’d earned their place somewhere. He knew that man would face him on more even terms sometime, get to defend himself down the line.  
 
    I killed you by surprise, Zinj. Next time you could just as easily get me! 
 
    As the bastard might have. Cannon shells whipped past O’Connor’s Viper as the man’s wingman bore down on him, guns firing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Not quite, thought Jamison as he shot the Murad’s left wing full of 30mm cannon rounds then released a missile. Chaser’s a dumb punk kid, but he’s my dumb punk kid. Only I can beat him up! 
 
    The Murad disintegrated in a red blaze. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Shaker,” O’Connor said over the radio. 
 
    “Bombs a-waaay!” one of the Rattlesnake bombardiers was shouting. 
 
    O’Connor took a second – just a second – to look away from his desperate fight in the air and see that the Fist of Allah was smoking and damaged but still moving, and a true shitstorm of incoming toward them.  
 
    More bombs pounded into the rear area of the Fist of Allah, over the power plant. And the rest of the squadron was wheeling around for another pass. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Mayday! Mayday!” Regiment-Colonel Shaheen screamed. His whip slashed at the major at the Fist of Allah’s helm, hoping that if only he beat a sufficiently deep path into the miserable lowborn fucker’s back then speed might be regained. “They’re coming around for another pass!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “On me?” Fuesting asked. 
 
    “On you,” Glass said, as the Vipers cut another Murad out of the sky. “You got this, Razz?” 
 
    “I got this, boss,” said Bombardier Rasmussen. “Telemetry set. Instructions given. Bombs a-waaaay!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The three AGS-8 Templar bombs hit the top of the Fist of Allah in a point that had already been critically weakened, despite the interstellar-grade near-monomolecular class shielding that had been installed there. The anti-armor grade bombs hit a weakened point and rather than channel the fissure the shattered points gave in to it, instead. 
 
    Thousands of pounds of brutally-burning thermite descended into the bowels of the carrier’s stage-five fusion plant. 
 
    The carrier’s plant had been built to withstand internal pressures, not external ones. The deep-burning thermite warheads tore a rip through the chamber, radically realigning the nuclear pressures inside. 
 
    The al-Sayidi carrier had been built hastily, disregarding large pieces of the advice its clan had paid expensively for from the interstellars. Among the rapid-construction assumptions had been that the enemy would never score a meaningful hit on the desert ship. 
 
    That was proven to be false, as pressure released went catastrophic. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Radiation release!” screamed automated sensors, acquired from the interstellars and never modified because the need had never been foreseen. “Radiation release! Evacuate fifteen thousand meters now! Evacuate eighteen thousand meters now! Evacuate twenty thousand meters now!” 
 
    “Fuck you,” snarled Flying Officer Second-Class Isham Sahar, as he brought his Murad’s guns up on the fleeing Viper. The fuck was too focused on getting out of the area – and with a carrier’s fusion plant about to blow the CU bastard had every cause to be – to focus on his own survival. 
 
    Chadda-chadda-chadda, went Sahar’s gun. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I got this!” Castle screamed as his plane burned. “Don’t sweat it, I got this, I’m good!” 
 
    The fire from his left-side wing spread into the cockpit and over O’Connor’s radio he could hear the man screaming. 
 
    “I got this! I’m fine, I’m – aaargh!” 
 
    ‘Cock-Eye’ Castle’s Viper descended toward the sand as a mass of burning flames. O’Connor could still hear Mordar’s wingman screaming until it – mercifully – crashed. 
 
    “That thing’s going critical!” came Commander Fuesting’s voice over the general channel. “Stop circling and get out of there!” 
 
    “Not to mention,” came a cold new voice over the radio. O’Connor’s radar was lighting up with dozens of terrifying new blips, terrifying because they could mean only one thing: new Zinj squadrons on the way to, if not defend, avenge the radiation-leaking-and-about-to-explode Fist of Allah, “you miserable CU shits aren’t going to live to celebrate.” 
 
    Fifty yellow dots came from the new blips. 
 
    Then they were swept out of existence as, behind O’Connor’s plane in the rear-view mirrors of his canopy, the Fist of Allah went catastrophic. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Only the fourth-stage chamber, out of five, of the Fist of Allah had been hit. That chamber, as materials were pumped from inert to critical, the volume of area going down as the armor protecting them went up, was not full. 
 
    It had been full enough, and the al-Sayidi clan had made that tradeoff between survivability – against attacks that the clan had never seriously believed would be made – or expense, and the price savings would buy another carrier. 
 
    The al-Sayidis had gone with all-out firepower. It cost them their spearhead and flagship, the Fist of Allah. 
 
    Pressure built and went critical. 
 
    Radiation screamed outwards. Even if at that point the critical flow could have been stopped, the beta- and gamma-radiation from the burning fusion plant would have killed every man on the Fist of Allah, the Lawah, the supporting troops and the heavy-armor battalion of B-12 tanks accompanying the group. 
 
    They would have died slower, was all. 
 
    As it was, the burning gamma radiation was followed by a pressure buildup in the quaternary compression chamber of the Fist of Allah, a place that had never been built to withstand such pressures. Rather than being released, through mechanisms that had been shattered by the CU bombs, the pressures built. 
 
    The fusion chamber exploded like the two hundred kiloton bomb it had become. 
 
    The Fist of Allah went with it. So did the rest of the carrier group. 
 
    The Lawah, a bare mile away, was swept away in the gigantic explosion. 
 
    Three of the surviving Murads were swatted out of the sky like gassed wasps. The explosion consumed them and they burned. 
 
    Then the outlying elements were caught in the vast, growing explosion. Overland trains were eaten up and demolished as fire rose into the sky from the center of the invincible carrier’s group. 
 
    By the time Senior Colonel Afzal al-Malik al-Sayidi arrived, there was nothing but a mushroom cloud consuming the space where his carrier group had been. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    al-Malik could not believe what was happening. The Fist of Allah was invincible!  
 
    The Fist of Allah was the center of a fireball that was huge from fifty miles away. 
 
    The general communications channel erupted in screaming. “Allah, Allah, Allah, Allah!” someone wept. 
 
    Someone else – no, two someones else – couldn’t handle it at all. They dove their planes into the ground, exploding amidst the sand. 
 
    “Get them! Get them!” al-Malik screamed. 
 
    “No! Preserve forces!” someone else yelled. 
 
    “Allah Allah Allah Allah!” 
 
    “This can’t be! This is impossible! This is not Allah’s will!” 
 
    “It is Allah’s will! How can it have happened otherwise? What did we do to deserve this?” 
 
    The formations broke up, some people hitting afterburners. al-Malik had seen this happen before, but never on his side. Broken forces. The other, inferior clans and pathetic non-Zinj could break. Not the al-Sayidis. 
 
    But through the noise over the channel, it was obvious that that had happened. The remains of the Fist of Allah air group were a broken rabble, sheep fleeing death. 
 
    
* * * 
 
      
 
    “Get them!” Hauraki screamed. “Get the bastards as they run!” 
 
    You killed Castle, thought O’Connor. He lined an enemy Murad up in his guns and shot it chattering down as he pursued. 
 
    A few of the enemy turned to fight. Most continued to run. O’Connor lined up a missile lock, fired. The enemy plane didn’t hit chaff or flares, didn’t change course. The missile honed in on its engines and blew up, the plane exploding.  
 
    Was that five? Had he made ace? In the chaos of combat it was hard to tell; camera analysis would sort it out later. 
 
    More of the Murads turned to face them. O’Connor followed one of the fleeing ones, bringing his plane down. There were ten Skulls left in the air, the enemy outnumbered them by more than three to one, but the enemy were running like broken sheep and thus they were prey. A part of his mind even felt sorry for them – but if they wanted to die like cowards, they’d die like cowards. 
 
    Focused on the enemy in front of him, he didn’t see the plane coming down from almost directly above him until that Murad put a long burst across his left wing and tail assembly. 
 
    The rounds pounded into his plane like a jackhammer, smashing the wing and tail to pieces. Suddenly controls became unresponsive. 
 
    Right wing was intact. Right ailerons. Maybe he could nurse the thing home. 
 
    No. The fuel in his left wing had been ignited by a tracer.  
 
    Controls were unresponsive, left engine destroyed, wing and tail assembly gone.  
 
    He was at eight thousand feet, going down fast to seven thousand. 
 
    The Murad stayed on his six, got another burst into O’Connor’s plane. Shells whipped through the canopy and a piece of it came off. The slipstream almost blinded him. 
 
    More green tracers danced around his plane. Some slammed into it. 
 
    “Mayday!” he screamed into the radio. “Mayday mayday! They got me! I’m going down!” 
 
    He tried the stick and rudder again. Nothing. And his plane was starting to nosedive. 
 
    Fuck, he thought, and hit the Eject button. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    “The Zinj al-Sayidi carrier Fist of Allah declared the al-Sayidi clan’s intent of war upon the Confederated Union,” Air Vice-Marshal Holt reported. His voice was as flat as a newsreader’s. 
 
    His eyes were as bright as a propagandist’s. 
 
    Oh yes, thought Jaeger. My XO knows what the deal is. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes later the Fist of Allah was destroyed by a force of eleven Rattlesnakes escorted by fifteen Vipers. Barely a quarter the size of its own strength.” 
 
    Never mind that most of the Fist’s strength had been away at the time; nobody was going to care about that, any more than they were going to care that the al-Sayidis had declared war after they’d hit their targets. Your rules, play by them. 
 
    Not that she really cared anyway. Front lines or not, al-Sayidis were Zinj. Back the Rafsas and the Djegounis, and the other clans in the other sectors, they were still Zinj. Fly under your own flag or not, you’re enemy. 
 
    But the fact was that the first al-Sayidi Zinj to unmask themselves had done so as a reaction to Operation Cathedral, and they had then been well and truly destroyed. 
 
    It wasn’t going to do a whole lot for al-Sayidi prestige. Globally. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Burning wreckage fell past O’Connor as, strapped into his ejection seat strapped to a parachute, he descended toward the sands.  
 
    His mind was consumed by shame; how could he have let this happen? How could he have been defeated? How the fuck could the enemy have gotten him? He was Egan O’Connor, he was the hero of his story; he was the guy who might have just become an ace. He was a pilot of the Confederated Union and through his incompetence he’d betrayed his country, cost them an expensive plane – and Vipers were expensive expensive – and his own training. 
 
    How could he have lost? 
 
    The parachute rocked him violently back and forth. He tried to make sense of the ground below; a lot of orange sand and rocks, a lot of rock piles. 
 
    Something screamed past, not far away. A plane – a Murad, it looked like – auguring into the ground. It hit the sand and exploded a couple of miles from him – miles that, as he descended, were a lot more substantive and material than they had been from the air. 
 
    He was falling down to two thousand feet, one thousand feet. Those rock formations would be unpleasant to land on; the ejection chutes landed you at a survivable impact speed, not so much a pleasant one.  
 
    Lowest fucking bidder, he thought as he descended. 
 
    But he landed safely, on a stretch of fine yellow sand. The big white parachute collapsed over him, but cutting himself out was just the kind of thing he was in the mood to do. The knife was under his seat in an immediately-reachable position because this need had been foreseen; there followed a solid and satisfying twenty or thirty seconds of hacking and slashing at the parachute silk, getting himself free. 
 
    When he was, he stood in the sand for a bit, getting his bearings. The chronometer on his wrist told him it was 9:04 am, and he didn’t need to dig the compass out from the survival pack under his seat to tell which way the sun was rising in. He’d walk the opposite way. 
 
    Intellectually he knew his odds weren’t good. Castle had been shot down – once before; you were a douche but you flew with the Skulls and you’d have had my back any day of the week, douche or not; rest peacefully, brother – a few months ago. Had walked back. But that had been in the days of the war being cold, not hot; it had been in the days of a Confederated Union presence in the form of the Brodie Line much further east than existed now. 
 
    Fuck that. He was going to live. 
 
    He dug the survival kit out from under his chair as something thundered over him. His own battle was lost but there was still a fight happening over his head and he looked up to see a burning Murad slashing past no more than a hundred feet overhead, crash-landing in the desert less than three hundred yards away. 
 
    Fuck, he thought, seeing that the canopy hadn’t opened. There was someone in there! There was someone who was probably alive, who was going to burn to death unless he did something! 
 
    The survival kit came in two parts; a pack, mostly containing food and water, that he strapped on over his back. It was brown, solid, weighed about twenty pounds. 
 
    The other part was a belt that included things like his knife, a good-quality compass and a 10mm service automatic, placed where he could draw it easily with his right hand. He strapped it on, pulled the buckle tight and started to run toward the burning enemy plane. 
 
    You’re an idiot, a part of his mind told himself. He’s the enemy. He’s Zinj. Let him burn. 
 
    Maybe he was the enemy, but he was an enemy who was as much out of his fight as O’Connor was out of his. He was a human, and he was a human who was going to burn to death unless O’Connor did something. 
 
    The fine sand crunched under his boots, and it was already very hot. He was barely halfway to the downed Murad when he realized that he was sweating profusely, although the suit would catch that. The dark-green flight suit was designed to handle multiple Gs, but it was also designed for this kind of a situation; to absorb his sweat, hold it and allow it to be reused. It could also recycle piss, with filters, but O’Connor was hoping he’d never need to worry about that functionality. 
 
    The Murad had been burning when it landed and was burning all the more furiously now, its tail assembly blazing furiously. It had landed at an angle, its nose down in the dirt and one wing dug into the ground; the canopy was still intact. 
 
    If there’s a dead man in there then I’m an idiot, thought O’Connor. But the canopy didn’t appear to be damaged, and surely anything that would kill the pilot would have to go through there. 
 
    His boots scraped on aluminum as he ran up the wing and looked inside. There was a man, a small dark-skinned man with a wild beard, in there. Looked unconscious.  
 
    Looked like he was going to burn to death unless O’Connor did something. Vipers had canopy quick-release systems, Cobras had canopy quick-release systems, where the fuck was the Murad’s? 
 
    He examined the edge of the canopy; damn were those flames not far away getting hot. He could smell leaked gasoline, too; this thing could blow at any moment. 
 
    Fuck. But he wasn’t going to let another warrior die like this – helpless, inert, unconscious, burned to death. They’d do it for me, he told himself. 
 
    He found the catch and released it. The canopy sprang upwards and open. God damn were those flames hot. 
 
    “Come out, buddy,” he said reaching in, hoping he wasn’t talking to a corpse. The man’s hands were limp on his lap, but he felt the man’s throat and found a pulse there. The guy moaned slightly. 
 
    He was still belted in. O’Connor found the knife – left side of his belt – and cut the belt loose. Reached in, hooked a hand under his arm and fuck was the son of a bitch heavy! 
 
    It was because he hadn’t done shit in the weights room since they’d sent him out here. There wasn’t a weights room to speak of at Cone Hill, and the optempo was such that he wouldn’t have had time to work out anyway. 
 
    Well, tough shit, Egan, he told himself as he cut the second part of the Zinj pilot’s belt free from across his lap, taking good care with his knife. He didn’t know how often your average Zinj got laid, but he’d probably want to keep the ability to! 
 
    Seems to me like a lot of problems in this world would be averted if only the Zinj did get laid more often, he thought. 
 
    Maybe this guy had a wife. Hell, maybe the guy had four wives. But he wasn’t going to live to see any of them if O’Connor didn’t get him out of that damn cockpit already. He hooked the man under one arm, put all his strength into hauling him up and found his leg strength in use too, for bracing himself and not falling into the cockpit. 
 
    The flames crackled. Fuck were they getting hot. 
 
    He pulled the Zinj pilot out. A little guy like O’Connor thank God; maybe a bit taller but also a bit leaner. Thank God, he didn’t know what he’d have done with a beefcake-type pilot. Did the Zinj grow beefcakes? Maybe he could ask this guy, if he knew any English. 
 
    He pulled the unconscious Zinj onto his shoulder and hauled ass down the wing away from the burning plane, dragging his booted feet through the sandy desert. 
 
    Just in time. O’Connor and the man were barely a hundred and fifty feet away when the busted gas-tanks of the Murad ignited, blowing the plane to hell and gone in a fiery explosion. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “OK, buddy.” O’Connor sat on a rock next to the Zinj pilot, who had been frisked for anything he might have had to add to their pool. Just a wallet of, O’Connor had realized quickly  and left alone, personal stuff. He wouldn’t mess with that. There was other metal stuff in there; keepsakes, or perhaps this guy had fought elsewhere and won medals. Either way, he respectfully left it alone. Maybe the guy would choose to show it to him later. 
 
    Other than that, the guy had nothing. It all must have been under his – malfunctioning, clearly – ejection seat.  Like O’Connor’s stuff had been. 
 
    The Murad had blown up but it had left traces, and among those traces had been a pair of blackened twelve-foot-long aluminum or titanium struts, light but strong-seeming. He’d gone to one of the rock formations, stuck the struts under heavier rocks and pulled parachute material over them to make a shelter. 
 
    The Zinj was fucked up. He wasn’t sure if the man had a radio beacon or not – O’Connor did, but he was too far east to expect help; he’d do a little walking before he used it – but odds were he didn’t; O’Connor would have found something like that when he’d searched the guy, if nothing else. 
 
    The shelter was hot, but at least it was shade.  
 
    “OK, buddy. We’re on opposing sides but we’re both pilots and we’re both out of the fight for now,” O’Connor said. He watched the guy carefully, wishing he’d done a first-aid certification or something. The Zinj was breathing, but he might be any number of other ways fucked up. O’Connor had no way of knowing.  
 
    “So I’m going to take care of your Muslim ass while you get back to where you can walk. Then I’m going to shake your hand – and hopefully you’ll shake mine – and we’ll go our separate ways. I’m not going to let a hurt man die out here, is all.” 
 
    The Zinj groaned. 
 
    “You alright, dude?” O’Connor asked. Felt the guy’s pulse again. He’d stripped the man out of his flight suit and velcro’ed boots; he was lying on top of the flight suit wearing just his briefs – Zinj wore briefs and not boxers, it turned out, or maybe it was just this guy’s personal choice! – with some wadded-up parachute material between them as a cushion. 
 
    He drew the gun from his belt, began to look it over. That landing had been a nasty bump, and it might have shocked something loose. Rumor said there were wolves in the desert, and there were definitely snakes. Might be he’d need the gun. 
 
    The Zinj opened his eyes and murmured something in his language. 
 
    “What’s that you want, buddy?” O’Connor asked. 
 
    “Wa-ter.” 
 
    O’Connor put the gun down and went for the backpack, which he’d dumped down at the front of the shelter. He was digging the canteen out of it when he heard the slide of his pistol racking back. 
 
    “Hey buddy,” O’Connor said as he turned, “you really shouldn’t play with tha—” 
 
    The gun boomed and something brutal slammed O’Connor between the shoulder blades of his flight suit.  
 
    What the fuck? he had all the time to think when another gunshot blasted him in his kidneys. And then something else impacted above his tailbone, and his world went dark. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You have the coordinates,” came the voice. “Bomb them.” 
 
    “They’re fellow Zinj,” objected Squadron-Colonel Haidar. 
 
    “They are al-Sayidi traitors,” came the commanding voice of Major Daoud Aboud, who brought his Jaridah into line behind the plane of his squadron-colonel. There was a single 20mm gun, designed into the plane by mullahs thinking differently under other circumstances, in the nose. The trigger was in Aboud’s index-finger. 
 
    Sometimes our political officers’ schemes work differently to how they planned, thought Aboud. It wouldn’t surprise him if those sneaky-beyond-sneaky al-Sayidis had bought off Haidar. But the present Emir of Khalat was the wrong one. The territory deserved better rulership. 
 
    “This is not an important Zinj logistical base,” Haidar agreed as they approached the possible – now-seeming probable – target. The Jaridahs’ squadron-colonel would have disagreed if “It is an important al-Sayidi logistical base. They cannot operate their forces without that gasoline.” 
 
    Squadron-Colonel Haidar let go of his Jaridah’s bombs; a dozen thousand-pound bombs tumbled down onto the depot. A moment later, so did the planes of his flight. 
 
    “The Emir of Khalat is now being deposed,” came a new voice through Aboud’s headset. His father’s. “Refuel at Amir and join us.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The Zinj are disintegrating into civil war,” Group Captain Jenkins reported to the conference of senior officers at Sand Harbor. “Communications intercepts report that a palace coup may be being launched at Khalat; the Sheikh of Zhakaf’s household troops have allies.” 
 
    “And the Council’s reaction to all of this?” Jaeger asked. 
 
    “The al-Sayidis have enemies as well as allies on the Council. It looks like some of them may be exercising vetoes on a Council judgment; they’ve done nothing.” 
 
    “What does this mean for us in Eastern Watch?” Holt asked. 
 
    “And Southern,” said Tangetti. 
 
    “It means they’ve suspended operations against us while they work it out with each other. A phrase that here means ‘kill each other’. Torres is safe; Sand Harbor is no longer under threat.” 
 
    “We can retake Barbiero…” Tangetti mused. 
 
    “I wouldn’t advise it,” said Jenkins. “That’s a focus of enemy activity right now. Because it was the eye of the storm for Operation Cathedral, the one place we weren’t hitting, there’s a lot of troops there and right now they’re fighting each other; the Emir of Khalat is being deposed by that coalition of his own sheikhs, but it’s not a done deal. If we interfere – it’ll give them a common enemy to fight against.” 
 
    “Never interrupt your enemies when they’re making a mistake,” said Jaeger. “Or killing each other. We can sit back and relax for a bit, and shore up our defenses. Prepare for another offensive operation, but the Fist of Allah did hit us hard. We took casualties and we’re not in a condition to start retaking ground. 
 
    “Not just yet, anyway…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, sir” Sub-Commander Jimmy-Jane said to Hauraki. 
 
    “Fuck. They really wasted this place, didn’t they?” 
 
    He wasn’t kidding. It had been possible to land – clearing the strips had been the first thing the combat engineers had done on arrival – but every building in the place had been destroyed, reduced to rubble or blackened skeletons. Wreckage was everywhere.  
 
    “You should have seen it a couple of hours ago.” 
 
    “Glad you survived,” Hauraki said to his intel/ops officer. 
 
    “Same. It was rough.” 
 
    More of the Vipers landed. The surviving ground crews went to service them. Two of their bunkers had been destroyed; sixty-some ground crew dead. Hauraki was going to have a bitch of a job writing next-of-kin letters, and not all the thirty-plus wounded were expected to survive.  
 
    “For what it’s worth, Howard got worse,” Jimmy-Jane went on. “We at least had some warning. They didn’t.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” said Mordar, coming up, “the Fist of Allah got far worse.” 
 
    Hauraki looked at C Flight’s commander. Mordar normally wasn’t exactly given to inserting optimism anywhere. 
 
    “You alright, Jane?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Sorry about your wingman,” said Jimmy-Jane. 
 
    “And my rookie. We go the entire war until now with no losses and then I lose half my flight on one day. Fucking piss-Christ.” 
 
    “Who else didn’t come back?” Jimmy-Jane asked. “Fifteen planes go out, nine come back…” 
 
    Jamison and Black came up, Jamison drinking from a canteen. Hauraki strongly suspected from the way Jamison flinched as it went down, that the canteen didn’t exactly contain water. 
 
    “Ten pilots, at least. Gamache was shot to crap and couldn’t make it all the way here, but she was able to get far enough east that the cavalry could pick her up. She’ll be back in a few days and we’ll get her a new plane. But… Castle, O’Connor. Brusil. Biller. And ‘Mouse’ Cranston.” 
 
    “‘Cat’ Cranston,” Black said firmly. “She made ace and my cameras should prove it. She’ll have the callsign she wanted in death, if not life.” 
 
    “Any of them get down safely? Miracles happen,” said Jimmy-Jane. 
 
    “Shit happens,” said Mordar. 
 
    Jamison handed her the flask. She took a swig and from the look on her face that definitely wasn’t water. But she probably needed it. 
 
    “Miracles happen, people,” Hauraki said firmly. “Squadron dismissed, get some damn rest.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    O’Connor woke up, his body – his back especially – in agony. 
 
    He’d fallen on his face, in the shelter.  
 
    What the fuck had happened? 
 
    The Zinj had shot him in the back with his own fucking pistol as he went to get the water.  
 
    You bastard. You total and utter fuck. I saved your life and you shoot me in the fucking back while I’m taking care of you? 
 
    The anger gave him energy, at least. He fought through the pain to get up. It was night, a cold night. How long had he been out? 
 
    Eight or twelve hours, minimum if it was dark out. The chronometer on his wrist was gone. 
 
    Everything was gone. The Zinj who’d shot him in the back and left him for dead had taken everything but his boots and flight suit. Slowly he shook his head. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He wondered if the bastard had left a trail. But he’d had all day to run. On the other hand, if he’d thought O’Connor was dead – he’d been shot at least three times, his entire back hurt, but it was good to know his flight suit could stop pistol bullets – then he might not have been exactly hauling ass. Maybe he could catch up and jump the fucker. 
 
    Yeah, the fucker with a 10mm automatic and a knife. A lot closer to his own friends. He’d like to track that douchebag down and kill him – he wanted to beat the ungrateful fuck to death, maybe strangle him, kill him in a very personal way – but no, wasn’t going to happen. He made himself override the anger. 
 
    West. He no longer had his compass, but he remembered which way the sun had been rising in the morning, when he’d gotten his bearings upon landing. 
 
    Something howled in the distance, and was answered by another howl. Miles away, maybe further, but the sound sent a chill down his spine. Yes, he’d need a weapon. The Zinj bastard hadn’t left him much, but he’d adapt and overcome. 
 
    The exploded wreckage from that Murad was around, and plenty of rocks. It didn’t take long to find a piece of strut, about two feet long by a couple inches wide by maybe a tenth of an inch thick, and a solid rock to sharpen it against. 
 
    As an afterthought he took some of the parachute cloth, ripping it away and bundling it up. He’d want something to rest his head on during the day. 
 
    Going to be a long walk home, he thought. 
 
    A long, long fucking walk. 
 
    Well, better get started. 
 
    He left the shelter and began to walk through the cold desert night, scraping the rock against the strut to sharpen it. It was going to be a hell of a trip home. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Egan O’Connor hurt; he was exhausted and thirsty as he got to his feet. His flight suit was covered in sand; the wadded-up parachute had made a lousy pillow, even the part of it that hadn’t been doubled-up over his face. 
 
    His stomach whined for food.  
 
    No. He didn’t have any food. During last night’s walk, the first night, he’d encountered some thin-leaved plants and tried to eat the leaves. They’d tasted vile, bitter and acrid. Swallowing them would have been a bad idea. 
 
    He’d found a pebble, put it in his mouth and sucked on it instead, to get his saliva flowing. A trick he’d learned from an ancient Western novel. 
 
    As he walked he sharpened the broken strut, running his rock up and down along the edge. His arms had to do something, after all. It was becoming – he’d tested it with his thumb – quite the sword. It had given his left thumb a nice cut, at any rate. 
 
    He made himself get up. His back still hurt like all fucking hell, but he suspected – from feeling himself over thoroughly – that he was bruised, not broken. Among other reasons, if any of those pounding 10mm rounds that his flight suit had stopped, had broken his spine… 
 
    He wouldn’t have been able to get up. It would have been a horrible death, lying there on the shelter gasping over days as he died of thirst. 
 
    Yeah, that would have been bad. He had hundreds of miles to walk and he desperately needed water and he was fucking starving, but there were worse places he could have been in. 
 
    He put a boot forward to the west, and got started through the thick sands. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Major was concealed, but Minor was out; moonlight let him walk. He kept heading west, aware that his chances were low and getting lower. 
 
    A few endless hours into the night – he wished the Zinj fuck had let him at least keep his chronometer, time had been reduced to one step after the other and repeat, indefinitely, his boots going sometimes up to their ankles and sometimes to his low calves in the fine sand – he saw black specks on the horizon, a little further to the north than he’d been going to head. 
 
    Making a note to himself, he adjusted his course.  
 
    Turned out the shapes in the desert were three shot-to-crap vehicles. From the angles of the cannon-impacts – 30mm? Had a Viper done this – they’d been strafed from above. 
 
    Two four-wheelers and a six-wheeler. From bits of debris elsewhere around the scene – a wheel was the big indicator, and no possible other way it could have gotten there – there had apparently been a fourth or other vehicles. 
 
    O’Connor remembered casually strafing vehicle convoys whose dust flumes had lit them up. It had happened countless times, and he’d never really given thought to the poor bastards below. 
 
    Had anyone died? Had anyone died in this attack? 
 
    As he inspected the scene he found six rock-piles above what must have been graves. To confirm his suspicion he found Zinj words scraped into some of the flatter stones. 
 
    Well fuck. There might be some good stuff buried under here. But he didn’t have the equipment to dig up graves, and he wasn’t sure he was willing to anyway. If he’d known for damn sure there would be a SI-7 rifle and some rations down there, sure he’d have pulled apart those cairns and gone for what he could. But there wasn’t going to be, and not the Zinj equivalent either. 
 
    This far out from nowhere, in empty empty desert, the bastards would have stripped their dead. And the civilized part of his mind said he wasn’t going to dig up mummified corpses just for a knife or something. 
 
    He already had a blade. And there were some things, he realized, that weren’t worth dying for. He was probably going to die out here. But he’d keep his integrity; he’d die as a man. 
 
    He evaluated the vehicles. All three had been shot to crap, but they’d been shot to crap in different places. Maybe there were parts from one that would work in the others; maybe he could cannibalize two to make the third run. 
 
    The idea made him salivate, more than the pebble in his mouth was. To drive out of here? 
 
    He’d seen a movie about that, on one of the late-night channels. Escape of the Fire-Chicken, it had been called. 
 
    But the lead character of Escape had been a model-airplanes engineer, building a new plane from the remains of the old. He was no engineer, just a pilot. 
 
    He’d never been much of a gearhead, either. 
 
    There were guys with garages back in Murphysburg who could do that shit. Who’d love the opportunity in front of O’Connor right now; three vehicles, of different types, with no toolboxes. 
 
    He’d looked through them for tools, hoping to find something he could work with. Or something he could stab a wolf with, although he’d been making good headway with his rock turning that strut into a sword. 
 
    But there’d been nothing. Even the logical places where there’d be tire-repair tools had been stripped; there wasn’t so much as a jack in any of the vehicles. The surviving Zinj who’d looted these vehicles had taken everything with them; everything. O’Connor’s gearhead friends back home could have done miracles with the right tools but he himself, without so much as a screwdriver? 
 
    Yeah, he was walking home. Not driving. Fuck it. 
 
    But – he realized as he walked back – there was water in the radiators. 
 
    Greedily he opened them. With his breaking fingernails and the edge of his rock-sharpened cutter-sword he unscrewed them, and his thirsty-fat tongue greedily lapped up the water spilled from the first. 
 
    He’d found that his flight suit turned survival suit, when on the ground, had a valve near where his dick would have been. Not near his dick would have been; right at the pelvis, for sensible reasons. If you wanted to collate water without it going down one leg, it had to be near the dick. The location of the valve on the inside didn’t matter. 
 
    The first radiator’s water, about half full, he drank entirely, greedily. The second and third, he bolted to his belt with the parachute cord. The heavy metal hung against his belt-sockets but he sucked it up; water, and water to drink later.. 
 
    The strafed Zinj might not have intended to, but they’d left a golden treasure-trove of worth beyond value. Water, and more water when he’d want to drink more! Three radiators’ worth of water! 
 
    O’Connor had a long way to go. He kept walking. 
 
    West. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sometime during the second day, gunfire awoke him. He flipped the parachute canopy off his face and turned to see tracers firing almost directly over his head.. 
 
    Green tracers, crisscrossed by red ones, and the sight made him cautiously duck down a bit. 
 
    A jeep some miles north of him was firing at a convoy of jeeps a couple of miles away. Occasional stray tracers whipped over O’Connor’s head for a bit and then the pale-blue tracers, which had been coming from the north, stopped. 
 
    More green and red tracers followed. There hadn’t been many blue to begin with. The green and red tracers, who’d apparently been boss, were apparently making sure of things. Or maybe it was just this area. 
 
    Either way, the red-and-green firing Zinj moved on. They hadn’t apparently seen their mutual enemy, O’Connor. It was hot as hell and he had walking to do come sundown; he turned his eyes away and flipped the parachute over them. 
 
    He’d have walking to do the next night. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He trudged through the third night, tired and exhausted. From time to time he sipped from one of the detached radiators, sucking that pebble. 
 
    He kept on walking. West. 
 
    His belly whined and howled. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    His stomach was grumbling, and he would have committed murder for a sandwich. He hiked through the thick sand and sucked it up in his boots; he walked west because the alternative was bloody abandoned death and he wasn’t going to give the Zinj such an easy win. 
 
    His mind went back to ghetto Murphysburg where he’d grown up, the street fights of his teens. He remembered kicking faces because the owners of those faces would have booted his if he hadn’t; he remembered brawling for the honor of Murphysburg’s Crimson Boots against the Metropolis Indians. 
 
    He recalled fights and he recalled hoisted beers in celebration. He remembered the girls he’d fucked and the girls who hadn’t wanted shit to do with him. He recalled all the girls and he recalled the good times and he recalled the bad times. 
 
    And his boots kept hiking west. 
 
    Because he just had to go far west enough, through the sand that had been so easy to fly over but was so hard to walk through, and he would live. 
 
    And he walked. One boot in the sand after the other through the night, that was all it was. 
 
    One boot after the last. He kept it up, because not to was to die. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    On the fourth night, on the last of his water, he found a farmhouse. It was bombed and shattered but he walked toward it in the dim moonlight anyway, mostly because it was there. 
 
    He was starving. He had not eaten in three days and four nights, and every fiber in his body screamed for food. For edibles, for calories, for something to put into himself. He wanted to eat; he wanted to chew food down, to guzzle it. He would have sold his mother’s soul for the slightest taste of something edible. 
 
    He couldn’t sell his mother’s soul. The only options open to him were to walk and maybe live, or to stop and for sure-as-hell die. 
 
    He walked. 
 
    But he walked toward the shattered farmhouse, and once he was in its ruins he dug around the basement until mercifully he found something. It was a tin can, about six ounces, but it was solid, and with a bit of pressure-ful effort he busted it open with his stick-sword. 
 
    Inside were apricots. Not just apricots, at room temperature but delicious beyond belief? But wet apricots, which he scarfed down greedily.  
 
    He sucked down every drop and then cut his tongue bloodily open licking the remainder of the tin for more, sucking the blood in because he knew there wasn’t going to be a second can. 
 
    When every last drop of the delicious juice had been sucked up, he lay his head down on the parachute cord and went to sleep. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
  
 
    Someone kicked him again in the ribs, and he opened his eyes to see the wrong end of a double-barreled shotgun. Behind it, looking down on him, was a weatherbeaten old man with a wild white beard. 
 
    “Well, you don’t look like Zinj,” the man said. “Suppose you tell me who you are.” 
 
    “Egan O’Connor, sir. Ensign Egan O’Connor, CUAF. 28th, Smoking Skulls squadron.” 
 
    “Flyboy. They shot you down, huh?” 
 
    The shotgun moved away from his face. 
 
    “Get up. Drink something.” 
 
    “You’ve got water?” 
 
    The man dropped a canteen on his lap. O’Connor sat up, unscrewed the top with trembling hands and drank— 
 
    Moonshine. A mouthful of burning moonshine went down his throat. He coughed and spluttered as the man gave a cackling laugh. 
 
    “I got water, didn’t say that was water!” 
 
    Fuck it, O’Connor thought and took another swig of the moonshine. He could use a drink of that kind, too. 
 
    The man seemed pleased. 
 
    “You were asking for this.” He gave O’Connor another canteen. He screwed the top back onto the one full of moonshine, and carefully sniffed the open top of the second one before raising it back and damn did that water taste good. He chugged four or five swigs before making himself stop. Didn’t want to drink all this guy’s water. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Get up. You look hungry.” 
 
    O’Connor’s stomach growled again. 
 
    “You got food?” 
 
    O’Connor got to his feet. The man was tall and lean; he wore the remains of a pale-blue skinsuit that had been patched up here and there with crude sewing and, in a few places, duct tape. His boots were in even worse shape than the skinsuit, held together it looked like by a whole damn lot of black duct tape. He was bald, his scalp weather-beaten, and something a long time ago had taken away the top of his left ear. 
 
    “Name’s McMurdo. What’d you say yours was?” 
 
    “O’Connor, sir. Egan O’Connor.” 
 
    “Don’t call me sir, I work for a living!” The man gave another of those cackling laughs. “Nah, I never did any of that military bullshit. Closest I got was militia, before your damn treaty shut that down.” 
 
    The sun outside, through the cracks in the ruined house, was hot; it seemed to be about midday. O’Connor followed McMurdo up the broken staircase and around into what had been a livestock pen. Now the fencing, a mix of weather-beaten wood and sandblasted construction plastic, was a broken-down shambles. Bones lay here and there. 
 
    “Been out some twenty-five years before the damn Zinj came,” McMurdo said as they picked their way through the pen toward what seemed to be a pile of corrugated-iron junk. “Came pulled my house down, and fucked my goats. Fucked all my goats and then shot them.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” O’Connor said. 
 
    “Even Bessie. Bessie was such a good goat; all warm and tight and she never complained.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. I’m, uh, sorry for your loss.” 
 
    McMurdo pulled aside one of the pieces of apparent junk to show a manhole, iron rungs leading down into darkness. He swung himself down. 
 
    “Pull the lid back over when you’re inside. There’s a rope, you pull the rope.” 
 
    O’Connor followed the old man down, pulling the rope that he saw. It was attached to a pulley that slid the bit of corrugated iron back in, along a track. 
 
    He placed his feet on the rungs, his hands around them, descending about fifteen feet to a rough floor. McMurdo was waiting, had lit a dim, flickering electric flashlight. 
 
    “Keep your head down,” he said unnecessarily as he led O’Connor down a tunnel about five feet high. The floor was packed, dusty sand; the sides and roof of the tunnel were reinforced by wood and construction plastic that had probably come from the destroyed house. Along it ran wires, and here and there in sconces sat dead lightbulbs. 
 
    It turned a couple of times at right angles and then opened, after about forty-five feet, in a large concrete room with a high ceiling. Slivers of natural light came from what seemed to be open boards at the top. 
 
    “Old barn,” the man said. He went to one of the cardboard crates in a corner of the room and tossed O’Connor a Confederated Union field ration bar, about the size of a candy or protein bar. Pork and beans, was the flavor; not O’Connor’s favorite from the ones they’d eaten on Academy exercises, but it was probably his new favorite now. He ripped it open and stuffed it into his mouth. 
 
    “Sit down, there’s guest space.” 
 
    There was. Three sofas ran along one wall, with sheets and blankets stacked on a coffee table. 
 
    O’Connor sat down on one of the sofas, wondering what kind of visitors this guy got. Where had he found the ration bars, for that matter? That the sheets and blankets were relatively new and Confederated Union military issue was probably an answer to that question… 
 
    McMurdo went over to an old wooden desk, where there was a radio setup. He sat down and started talking. 
 
    “Get some sleep, kid,” he said after a bit. “They’re coming for you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Two days passed, O’Connor eating McMurdo’s ration bars and skewered goat, which was surprisingly tasty. The old man was gone most of the time; “patrolling” had been his answer when O’Connor had asked where. But he had a good-sized library of old-fashioned paper books, including a fair number of hard-boiled detective novels. O’Connor dug into those; he ate and rested and waited. 
 
    About two hours after sunset on the night of the second day, the sound of engines came in the silent desert. 
 
    “Out you go, kid. They’re here.” 
 
    ‘They’ proved to be two men in an open jeep, with a machine-gun on the top of the roll bar and another on a passenger-side pintel. It came up to the front of the wrecked house and stopped. The passenger-side man, who swung himself over the door, was a big black man in a sleeveless kevlar vest. 
 
    “You the pilot?” 
 
    “Yessir. Ensign Egan O’Connor, sir. 
 
    “Senior Chief Airman Murford. Get in.” 
 
    The back of the jeep was hard and uncushioned. Murford hauled a couple of boxes out and dropped them on the ground for McMurdo. 
 
    “This here’s Knuckles,” Murford gestured at the driver as they got moving. 
 
    “Egan O’Connor. Good to meet you, uh, Knuckles. You guys Pathfinders?” 
 
    Knuckles laughed. He was a bone-thin man with messy red hair. 
 
    “Little better than that, Ensign. Forward Recon.” 
 
    “It’s way the hell good to see you. Where we going?” 
 
    “Base.” 
 
    The two operators weren’t particularly talkative as the jeep drove roughly through the night, bouncing over rocks and veering around an increasing number of boulders. O’Connor’s attempts at making conversation were shot down by monosyllabic replies, but he didn’t mind so much. God damn, he was going to make it home! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dawn was starting to rise, and they were in an area of rocky outcrops, when they reached the base. Half a dozen vehicles – two Raiders that looked like they’d had some after-market adjustments made, and four other jeeps – sat under camouflage nets in the shadow of a big outcrop; tents had been dug into the ground, under more camouflage netting. 
 
    “This way.” 
 
    O’Connor’s ass had been beaten to a pulp by the ride, and he didn’t mind at all getting out of the vehicle. Murford led him to the biggest of the tents, where eight or nine men sat around on collapsible chairs and boxes. In the center, sitting on a collapsible chair at a card table working on something, was a tiny shaven-headed man O’Connor had seen somewhere before. 
 
    “Murf,” the man said; he hadn’t looked up. “You got me a six-letter word meaning to split, second letter being ‘I’? 
 
    “‘Divide’, sir?” 
 
    The little man – the officer? – scribbled it down. Then he turned to O’Connor. 
 
    “Ensign Egan O’Connor?” 
 
    “Yessir.” O’Connor saluted. 
 
    A couple of the other men lounging around the room laughed. 
 
    The little man got up, snapped his heels together, and returned an Academy-perfect salute, then grinned. 
 
    “Sub Spriggs. Who you fly with?” 
 
    “28th Fighters, sir. Smoking Skulls. Ake ake!” 
 
    “Kia kaha – yeah, I know your chant. And where’s your survival shit?” 
 
    O’Connor told the story. 
 
    “Chivalrous fucking fighter pilots,” one of the others in the room scoffed. 
 
    “I learned. Give me a chance to kill that bastard, sir. That fucking son of a bitch.” 
 
    “They’re all fucking sons of bitches,” Spriggs said. “Glad you learned. But we’re not killing anyone right now, except false-flag operations you’re not qualified for.” 
 
    “Sir, I can fire a gun and gibber Zinj words.” 
 
    “Tell me three major differences between the northeastern and central dialects. In the central dialect.” 
 
    O’Connor nodded. 
 
    “I get your point, sir. Sorry.” 
 
    “Rest up, we’ve got the day. Then you’ll be taking a plane ride.” 
 
    “You’ve got an airstrip here?” 
 
    “Some people call it that.” Spriggs motioned to an empty cot. “But we don’t fly during the day. Hour after sunset you’ll be flying out to a rendezvous point with the cavalry.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    O’Connor helped the man called Knuckles pull camouflage netting from what was in fact an honest-to-God biplane made of wood and plastic. It was painted a dark orange. 
 
    “Civilian model?” he asked. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Other men were rolling rocks out of the way and clearing what looked to be a terrifyingly short runway, only a couple of hundred yards. O’Connor got the camo nets a safe distance from the plane, as Knuckles climbed in and started the engine. The propeller began to spin, but there was no noise. 
 
    “The hell, is that thing electric?” He’d heard of electric planes that you could charge from solar panels. Their power-to-weight ratio was shit, though, and he’d never thought he’d ever fly in one. 
 
    “Yup. Get in.” 
 
    The back seat had nice leather padding and an inactive touchscreen. O’Connor strapped himself in. Knuckles went over the pre-flight checklist, much of which consisted of checking digital indicators.  
 
    This thing might have been some successful prospector’s personal transport before the military had picked it up. Other than presumably the engine and avionics, it didn’t seem to have any metal; must be all but invisible to radar, he thought. 
 
    Hell, painted dark on this overcast night, and silent, it had to be all but undetectable completely. 
 
    Someone at the far end of the improvised runway waved his arms. Shrouded dark-green lights went on along its length. 
 
    Knuckles gunned the throttle. The plane started to pick up speed; O’Connor looked over the operator’s shoulders as the dark-green lights went by, one every ten yards; on the far end was a rising sand dune, and they were racing toward it with terrifying speed. 
 
    Twenty yards, two lights, before the runway ran out of space the biplane got into the air, Knuckles pulling back on the stick. 
 
    “This touchscreen work?” O’Connor asked Knuckles. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Can you turn it on for me?” 
 
    “Don’t fuck with it.” Knuckles did something on the control panel and it did light up, showing engine stats; speed and RPM. 
 
    The wind whipped past them, making conversation impossible; he hadn’t been given a radio headset and Knuckles didn’t seem much inclined to talk anyway; he hadn’t been while driving last night.  
 
    Clannish types, these Forward Recon dudes. They were social enough with each other, but half the time they were talking in Spanish or Zinj; they’d been polite enough to him but far from friendly. 
 
    They flew low, practically nape-of-the-earth, over rugged country at about a hundred miles per hour for several hours. West. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like this,” Barocce was saying as he finished placing the landing lights down. It was a short strip along hard ground, and the lights were off for now. “I don’t fucking like this. We’re too fucking far east to be just by ourselves.” 
 
    “Barocce?” Newland said. “Just shut the fuck up already.” 
 
    “Lights on,” said Ojibwe. “They’re coming in.” 
 
    Newland looked around. He couldn’t hear shit. But he pressed the igniter that brought the lights on, and soon a biplane landed. Two men got out, one of them in a battered dark-green flight suit. 
 
    “Got my stuff?” the other one asked. 
 
    Ojibwe gestured to a pile of boxes. Some of them were ammunition, others food, and two heavy ones were marked as CLASSIFIED and sealed with tamper-detecting mesh. 
 
    The Forward Recon man double-checked the mesh and then picked up one of those boxes.  
 
    “Help him out, you three,” Newland said to his crew. Barocce, Wagner and Reiss got to work moving the stack of boxes into the passenger seat of the plane. There was also a cargo compartment in back, under the tail. 
 
    “Ensign Egan O’Connor,” the man in the flight suit who’d been the passenger in the biplane said to Newland. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, sir,” said Newland. 
 
    “Lieutenant Ojibwe,” said that man, coming up. “How was your flight?” 
 
    “Good, sir.” O’Connor shook the troop leader’s hand, then Newland’s. 
 
    Newland’s crew finished loading up the plane, then helped its pilot to turn it around a hundred and eighty degrees, pushing at the tail and the wings. 
 
    “Operator says to hit the lights again,” Barocce said. 
 
    Newland hit the igniter. The electric biplane staggered into the air, loaded down with supplies. 
 
    “Badass motherfucker,” Wagner remarked. “Wonder what’s in those sealed boxes.” 
 
    “Don’t wonder about that shit, it’s not good for you,” said Ojibwe. 
 
    “Barocce, Reiss, get those lights packed up,” Newland said. 
 
    “You’re riding with me, Ensign,” said Ojibwe. He gestured with his head toward his vehicle. “Get in, we’re taking you home.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vipers and Rattlesnakes sat in their hangars at a rebuilt Cone Hill as O’Connor, exhausted, walked through the base toward the squadron ready room. Down the steps; the concrete showed black marks from where the bombs had scorched it. 
 
    “Chaser!” said Hauraki, a grin spreading across his black face. “Good to see you back!” 
 
    The room erupted in cheers and for a few moments it was all enthusiastic greetings and handshakes. Someone pressed a beer into his hand. 
 
    “They’ve got me off flight for a bit,” O’Connor said. 
 
    “Until medical clearance, yeah they told me,” said Hauraki. “But nobody’s flying much anyway right now, just area patrols.” 
 
    “Congratulations on your promotion!” O’Connor said to Mordar, who now wore a square on each shoulder. “Squadron XO?” 
 
    “Yeah. Wish it had come another way. Brusil was a good pilot and a damn good friend.” 
 
    “Absent companions,” said someone. Beers were raised. The squadron was off active status for the first time in weeks, everyone on a ninety-six hour pass courtesy of the group commander. 
 
    “Absent companions.” 
 
    “So I’m going to go back to Sand Harbor on the next flight – they tell me it’ll be Captain Ballard, so it’s definitely going to be a safe trip! – for recovery. Hope it’s not too long.” 
 
    “If you’re going to take a break, now’s the best time to do it,” said Black. “Nothing’s happening anyway, we’re letting the Zinj kill each other for a bit.” 
 
    “They’re going into all-out civil war across the theater,” said Gamache. “It’s awesome!” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not going to last forever,” said Hauraki. “They’ll sort themselves out. Welcome home, Chaser, but this war’s only just getting started.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    Coming 2021: Desert Clash 
 
      
 
    And then: Desert Stand! 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    And now check out The Black Sheep by Christopher Nuttall, the third stand-alone book in A Learning Experience... 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the wake of Earth’s collapse into chaos, Captain Hoshiko Stuart made the mistake of speaking her mind - and was exiled six months from Sol to a naval base in an unexplored and uncontacted sector.  Placed in command of a single squadron of starships, she expected nothing but boredom. 
 
      
 
    But when she discovers an alien race threatening to exterminate all other races within the sector, Hoshiko and her squadron are drawn into a war to stop them, even if it means forging an alliance with aliens who may themselves become a threat to humanity and building an empire that may alienate her from her family once and for all. 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Datanet Discussion Forums are buzzing after Captain Hoshiko Stuart stated, publicly, that the Solar Union should not consider intervening in the ongoing civil war on Earth.  Her comments have been repeated by a number of other ‘Solarians’ who feel that the affairs of our former homeworld are none of our concern ... 
 
    -Solar News Network, Year 54 
 
      
 
    “Admiral,” Lieutenant Marie Campbell said, over the communications network, “Captain Hoshiko Stuart has arrived.” 
 
      
 
    Admiral Mongo Stuart, Commander-in-Chief of the Solar Navy, looked up from his desk, keeping his face impassive despite his inner dismay.  He knew how to reward good performance and he was an expert at chewing out the incompetent or criminally stupid, but dealing with someone who had crossed the line without quite doing anything against the Solar Navy’s regulations was a little harder.  The whole affair left a sour taste in his mouth. He’d seen enough good men and women railroaded by the former United States Navy on Earth, all for political reasons, to hate the thought of doing it himself.  But there was little choice. 
 
      
 
    “Send her in,” he ordered.  “And then hold all my calls unless they’re urgent.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Marie said. 
 
      
 
    Mongo sat upright as the hatch hissed open, revealing Captain Hoshiko Stuart.  She was third-gen, the granddaughter of Steve Stuart - Mongo’s brother - himself, the closest thing to outright royalty in the Solar Union.  Not that she or anyone else in the Stuart family had been allowed to think of themselves as royalty.  Hoshiko had earned her stripes, as surely as any of her peers in the Solar Navy; no one, not even the handful of politicians who argued the Stuart family exercised undue influence within the Solar Union, questioned her competence.  But that hadn't stopped them from using her words as a talking point. 
 
      
 
    “Admiral,” Hoshiko said. 
 
      
 
    Mongo studied her for a long moment, allowing the silence to lengthen.  She was tall, her features a mixture of Caucasian and Japanese, her skin tinted and her almond eyes dark and expressive.  Like all third-gen children, she had the genetic modifications that ensured both a natural lifespan of over two hundred years and an immunity to disease, most poisons and even tooth decay.  She could have turned herself into a goddess, if she’d wished - most teenagers went through a stage of changing their looks on a daily basis - but she’d stayed with the appearance her parents and grandparents had gifted to her.  At thirty-five, she looked twenty-one.  And she held herself with the poise of a seasoned veteran, waiting for him to speak. 
 
      
 
    Her file flashed up in front of his eyes, prompted by a mental query to his implants.  Born in Year 19, entered the Solar Navy in Year 35 - the youngest possible age - and graduated from Sparta Military College in Year 39.  Assigned to a destroyer, then to a light cruiser; assigned to command an alien-designed battlecruiser during the Battle of Earth, where she acquitted herself well.  No black marks in her file until two weeks ago, when she’d made a number of statements to the Solar News Network that had ignited a political firestorm.   
 
      
 
    And she’s certainly bright enough to understand what she’s done, Mongo thought, as he directed his attention back towards Hoshiko.  The only question is why? 
 
      
 
    “Captain,” he said, coolly.  He might be her Great-Uncle, but he wasn't going to do her any favours and she had to know it.  “Do you know why you’re here?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Hoshiko said. 
 
      
 
    “Explain,” Mongo ordered. 
 
      
 
    “I gave an interview to the Solar News Network,” Hoshiko said.  Her voice was very flat, suggesting she was either keeping it under tight control or using her implants to ensure she betrayed none of her internal feelings.  “I expressed my feelings on the planned intervention on Old Earth.  The interview went viral and spread through the datanet.” 
 
      
 
    “Correct,” Mongo said.  He cocked his head to one side.  “Why did you give that interview, Captain?” 
 
      
 
    Hoshiko, for the first time, showed a flicker of animation.  “I was asked for my opinion, sir,” she said, “and I gave it.” 
 
      
 
    Mongo lifted his eyebrow, inviting her to explain further. 
 
      
 
    “I am a Solarian,” Hoshiko said.  “My parents may have been born on Old Earth, but I was not.  I grew up on an asteroid colony, sir, with all the boundless wealth of space all around me.  My fellows and I enjoy a freedom that none on Earth can even comprehend.  The problems of Old Earth do not concern us.  They are free to move to the Solar Union, if they wish, or continue to live amongst the dirt.  The social and political breakdown on the planet is none of our concern.  We certainly do not wish to spend blood and treasure trying to save the Earthers from themselves.” 
 
      
 
    “And that was what you told the reporters,” Mongo said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Mongo had to admit, if only in the privacy of his own thoughts, that she had a point.  The Solar Union’s invitation to everyone on Earth remained open - and would remain open for as long as the Solar Union itself endured.  Leave the gravity well and live in space, where even a low-paying job could ensure a decent lifestyle.  Hoshiko, like so many of her peers, couldn’t comprehend just why so many Earthers were scared of implanting technology, let alone genetic splices and fixes, into their bodies.  Hell, Mongo found the concept scary at times ... and, without the nanotech and automated doctors they’d captured from the Horde, he knew he’d be dead by now.  But there were other concerns. 
 
      
 
    “Many of us have ties to Earth,” he pointed out.  “Don’t you feel we might have legitimate concerns?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir,” Hoshiko said.  “The Solar Union was founded on the concept of escaping Earth, of escaping governments that were too controlling to allow true freedom.  I see no value in looking back to our roots.” 
 
      
 
    “You have relatives down there,” Mongo pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know them,” Hoshiko countered.  “Surely they could come up here, if they wished?” 
 
      
 
    Mongo gave her a long considering look.  Hoshiko had never seen the Stuart Ranch, where Mongo and his brothers had been born and raised.  She was used to controlled environments, not the beauty of Earth.  But, at the same time, he knew she had a point.  The American melting pot had only started to come apart at the seams when it had become easy, too easy, to remain in touch with the Old Country, for old grudges to cross the oceans and infect the United States.  Mongo still mourned the country he’d served, even though it had left him behind a long time before the Solar Union had been formed.  It was hard for him to say goodbye. 
 
      
 
    “Military officers are not supposed to talk to the press,” he said, instead.  “You should not have given that interview.” 
 
      
 
    “Military officers are supposed to speak their minds, as long as they can back up their statements,” Hoshiko countered.  “Can I speak freely, Admiral?” 
 
      
 
    “You may,” Mongo said. 
 
      
 
    “Am I in trouble because I’m a military officer who spoke to the press,” Hoshiko asked, “or because I’m a Stuart who disagreed with the family line?” 
 
      
 
    “The family does have an interest in its property on Earth,” Mongo said. 
 
      
 
    “Which it shouldn’t have,” Hoshiko said.  “It provides a tie to the planet we sought to escape, sir.  The older generation may want to keep it, but the younger generation sees no value in it.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you wouldn’t,” Mongo agreed. 
 
      
 
    He cleared his throat.  “Yes, you are in trouble because the family can no longer present a united front,” he admitted.  “Our opponents in the Senate have not hesitated to capitalise on your remarks.” 
 
      
 
    “The united front did not exist,” Hoshiko pointed out, coolly.  She waved a hand at the walls, where a number of images from the Battle of Earth were prominently displayed.   “You may want to try to recover territory on a single world; we want to get out there and build empires, carry the human race to heights unmatched even by the Tokomak!  There is nothing to be gained by becoming involved with scrabbles on Earth when there’s an entire universe out here, just waiting to be seized.  Our manifest destiny is out there, Admiral!” 
 
      
 
    “We are one small system, with a handful of allies,” Mongo said.  “There is no way we can hope to conquer the entire galaxy, let alone the universe.” 
 
      
 
    “Not now, no,” Hoshiko said.  “But we seem to have a choice between building an empire - call it what you like, Admiral - of our own or taking the risk that someone else will build an empire.  The Tokomak still have millions of starships under their command, sir, and we’re not the only ones who can innovate.  Even if the Tokomak Empire falls apart, sir, one of the successor states may pose a greater threat.  We don’t have time for narrow-minded people who look at the prospects before us and flinch away.” 
 
      
 
    Mongo took a second to place firm controls on his temper before speaking.  “You present us with an unusual challenge,” he said.  “If you were to be court-martialled for your actions, it would require open discussion of the issue, which would not rebound to anyone’s credit.  But if you are not punished, it will look as though the family name has protected you from the consequences.  I’ve decided to take a third option.” 
 
      
 
    He waited for a long moment.  Hoshiko said nothing. 
 
      
 
    “We have been asked to establish a military and trader base in the Martina Sector,” he explained.  Hoshiko closed her eyes for a moment, clearly consulting her implants.  “This base will have a battle squadron of heavy cruisers attached to it, as well as a handful of support ships and intelligence personnel.  You will be reassigned to Jackie Fisher as her commanding officer, but you will also be in overall command of the detachment and roving ambassador to any local alien powers.  I’ll assign a steady hand to serve as your XO.  You’re going to be very busy.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s six months away,” Hoshiko said, shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Mongo said.  He hid an amused smile.  The rest of the assignment clearly hadn't sunk in, yet.  “You and your squadron will be on a five-year deployment.  During that time, you will have considerable autonomy, as long as you stay within the standing orders.  Assuming all goes well, you will be relieved by another squadron at the end of your time on station.  By that point, one would hope the political crisis here will be resolved, one way or the other.” 
 
      
 
    It was, he thought, a neat solution.  Hoshiko couldn't remain in touch with anyone in the Solar Union, not when it would take at least a year for her to send a message and receive a reply.  If anyone questioned her deployment, he could point to it and say it was a punishment, but if she did well, her career could resume its more normal course after her deployment came to an end.  A court-martial, on the other hand, would terminate her career even if she was found innocent. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll receive a full intelligence brief, what little we know about the sector, once you reach your new command,” he told her.  “Martina itself is a shared world, thanks to the Tokomak, but there are several alien races nearby that may pose a threat.  There’s also a large number of humans, descendents of alien slaves, living within the sector.  We’d like you to try to build ties with them, as well as protect shipping and generally represent the Solar Union to the locals.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Hoshiko said.  She snapped off a tight salute.  “I will make you proud.” 
 
      
 
    “See that you do,” Mongo warned.  “You’re going to be on your own out there.  Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Fighting broke out again in California as the Mexican Independence Front, with armoured support from Mexican tanks, attempted to push north against the United Farmers Alliance, who have been receiving support from Texas.  The Governor of Texas stated that she would not hesitate to support her fellow Americans in their struggle against the Mexican threat. 
 
    -Solar News Network, Year 54 
 
      
 
    Hoshiko didn't want to admit it, not even to herself, but she was bored. 
 
      
 
    She was the kind of person who always wanted to be doing something.  She'd always been a very active person, even as a young girl growing up on Stuart Asteroid.  Hoshiko had been first to take a spacewalk, first to explore the nooks and crannies of the asteroid without parental supervision, first to use a neural interface and plunge into a virtual world, first to lose her virginity and first to apply successfully to the Naval Academy.  The thought of just sitting in orbit around Martina was horrifying, yet she’d been stuck there for over six months.  There were only so many tasks for the squadron and she was privately surprised that morale had held up as well as it had. 
 
      
 
    Because we’re pretty much isolated out here, she thought, as she paced her cabin and scowled at the near-orbit display.  And there’s very little to do. 
 
      
 
    She glowered at the blue-green planet at the centre of the display, surrounded by hundreds of starships, orbital habitats and industrial nodes.  Martina was a shared world - there were over twenty different races living in near-harmony on the surface - and there was almost nothing in the way of planetary authority.  No one had been able to muster the authority to tell her she couldn't establish a naval base in the system, but no one had been able to meet her for more substantive discussions either.  She hoped, for their sake, that no one ever decided to view the system as a target - there was no unified defence force - but she knew the peace surrounding the planet wouldn't last.  Martina had no less than nine gravity points orbiting the local star, each one a money-making bonanza for a military power strong enough to demand passage fees.   
 
      
 
    And they’ll get them too, she reminded herself.  Interstellar shippers will pay whatever it takes to get through a gravity point, cutting hundreds or thousands of light years off their trips. 
 
      
 
    She picked up the datapad containing the latest set of readiness reports, then put it down again unread.  There was no point.  The squadron had exercised regularly, both to ensure their skills were kept up to par and show off humanity’s military might to potential threats, but they hadn't fired their weapons in anger since a brief encounter with a pirate ship two months ago.  Her real problem was keeping her crews busy and entertained, ensuring they didn't slip into VR worlds or sneak down to the planet and desert.  There was a small human community on Martina after all, descended from men and women who’d been taken from Earth centuries ago.  An enterprising crewman could probably make a few local contacts and vanish if he wished.  Somehow, Hoshiko doubted the local authority would help to search for a missing crewman. 
 
      
 
    “And if Uncle Mongo wanted to punish me,” she muttered to herself, “he couldn't have found a better way.” 
 
      
 
    She glowered at the display, again.  The squadron was so far from Earth that everything they heard was second or third-hand, passed on by a handful of supply ships and freighters that had made their way to Martina, hoping to open up new trade routes into the sector.  Hoshiko didn’t blame them for trying - having dinner with the trader captains was one of the few highlights of her position - but so far their results had been very poor.  The sector didn't have anything unique or interesting ... and it was very far from Earth.  She was surprised the freighters kept coming. 
 
      
 
    Probably trying to buy more starships, she thought, crossly.  We can never have enough. 
 
      
 
    Her intercom buzzed.  “Captain, this is Ensign Howard on the bridge,” a voice said, nervously.  He clearly hadn't managed to overcome his fear of interrupting his commanding officer, who would doubtless be doing important work in her cabin.   “We have five ships inbound to Martina at FTL speeds.” 
 
      
 
    Hoshiko frowned.  Ensign Howard was so young she was marginally surprised he wasn't still in diapers.  Jackie Fisher was his first assignment, right out of the Academy; he was simply too inexperienced to realise that few captains would be angry if they were disturbed, not even if it turned out to be nothing.  Better safe than sorry was a lesson the Solar Union had drummed into its citizens from a very early age.  Asteroids, even with modern technology, were hardly safe. 
 
      
 
    “Five ships,” she repeated.  Every day, there were hundreds of starships passing through the system.  She tried to keep her voice calm.  “Why do you think this is important?” 
 
      
 
    There was a pause.  “Captain, two of them read out as Livingston-class freighters,” Howard said, finally.  “The other three seem to be warships - and they’re in hot pursuit.  They’re practically right on top of the freighters.” 
 
      
 
    Hoshiko’s eyes narrowed.  Livingston-class freighters were unique to humanity, as far as she knew; there were only a handful in the sector, all of which were registered with the Solar Union.  Two of them flying in unison almost certainly meant a trade mission ... and, if that was the case, the pursuing warships were an ominous development.  She sent a command through her implants into the cabin’s processors, getting them to display the live feed from the gravimetric sensors.  Howard was right.  Five ships would not be flying so close together if three of them weren't trying to run the other two down. 
 
      
 
    “I’m on my way,” she said.  Assuming the freighters were heading for the base she and her crews had painstakingly established, they’d drop out of FTL within two hours.  “Sound yellow alert, then inform the squadron to prepare for combat manoeuvres.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Howard said. 
 
      
 
    It was probably nothing more than pirates, Hoshiko told herself as she checked her uniform in the mirror before striding out of her office and down towards the bridge.  But she couldn't help feeling a thrill of excitement anyway.  The pirates wouldn't be expecting to run into nine heavy cruisers, not at Martina.  There wasn't even a formalised out-system patrol force to fend off pirates who might come calling.  Even the ground-based defences weren't as formidable as they could have been. 
 
      
 
    She stepped through the hatch and walked to her command chair.  No one saluted - yellow alert protocols insisted that crewmen had to watch their consoles at all times - but she saw a number of backs stiffen as Ensign Howard practically leapt out of the command chair and snapped to attention.  Hoshiko gave him an approving smile, then nodded towards the tactical console. 
 
      
 
    “I have the bridge,” she said, firmly. 
 
      
 
    “You have the bridge, Captain,” Ensign Howard said.  “Intruder ETA is now 97 minutes ...” 
 
      
 
    “Assuming they drop out at your predicted endpoint,” Hoshiko said, cutting him off.  She didn't blame the ensign for assuming the unknown ships were heading for the base, but there was no way to be sure.  “Squadron status?” 
 
      
 
    “Yellow alert,” Ensign Howard reported.  “Combat datanet is standing by, ready to activate; tactical communications net is up and running.  No signals from the planet as yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Unsurprising,” Hoshiko said.  She took her seat and studied the tactical display for a long moment.  “Take your console, Ensign.  Let’s see what’s coming our way.” 
 
      
 
    She heard the hatch opening again behind her, but said nothing as her XO, Commander Griffin Wilde, stepped into view and took the seat next to her.  Wilde wasn't a bad man, she had to admit, yet he was easily twice her age - he remembered living on Earth before his parents had emigrated to the Solar Union - and he had almost no imagination at all.  Hoshiko had a feeling that Wilde had actually been assigned to the squadron to keep an eye on her, or at least try to dampen her more ambitious schemes.  But if that were the case, it was hardly necessary.  The opportunities she’d hoped would appear, when she’d led the squadron through the gravity point for the first time, had never materialised. 
 
      
 
    “Captain,” Wilde said. 
 
      
 
    Hoshiko turned and gave him a tight smile.  He even looked old, with grey hair, although she’d seen his medical report and knew he was physically fit.  Choosing not to make himself look like a young man was a statement, just as much as her refusal to alter her looks was a statement, although she didn't understand it.  Some men, she’d been told, were just born old, without the mindset that would allow them to have fun.  She didn't understand that either. 
 
      
 
    “Commander,” she said.  “We may be in for some excitement.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned back in her command chair, watching the reports flowing in from the remainder of the squadron, as the unknown ships came close.  Tracking did their best, but apart from estimates regarding the size and power of the warships they weren't able to add much else, certainly nothing solid.  Hoshiko rehearsed the engagement in her mind, contemplating the different weapons mixes they might face and waited.  At least, now there was a prospect of action, she could wait patiently. 
 
      
 
    “Captain, they’re altering course slightly,” Ensign Howard said.  “They’re now angling directly towards the station.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Hoshiko said.  She contemplated, briefly, detaching two of her ships to take up a different position, but decided it would probably be futile.  A few seconds in FTL would put the incoming ships millions of kilometres from the waiting ships.  “Hold position and wait, but prepare to move us when they arrive.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Lieutenant Sandy Browne said.  The helmsman had been running tactical simulations of his own.  “Drives are ready and free; I say again, drives are ready and free.” 
 
      
 
    Hoshiko nodded, then waited as the last minutes counted down to zero, knowing that there were too many uncertainties.  There was no way to know the ships were heading for the base, for her squadron; they could easily be planning to skim around the planet’s gravity well and try to lose their pursuers.  Or they could be planning to plunge into a gravity point at speed, hoping to escape through sheer nerve.  They’d be vomiting on the decks, if they survived, but it might be their only hope.  Did they even know there was a human squadron at Martina? 
 
      
 
    “Contact,” Ensign Howard said.  “They just dropped out of FTL.  Two freighters, Livingston-class; I say again, two freighters, Livingston-class.” 
 
      
 
    “Raise them,” Hoshiko ordered.   
 
      
 
    She took a long breath, knowing they had bare seconds before the warships arrived and announced themselves.  Thankfully, there shouldn't be any problems establishing communications with human ships ... unless, of course, something had wrecked their communications systems.  The Tokomak had done their best to ensure that everyone spoke the same language, at least during interspecies communications, but even they had never succeeded in making the handful of artificial languages universal. 
 
      
 
    And a good thing too, she thought, remembering her lessons at the Academy.  Those languages were carefully designed to dampen individual thought. 
 
      
 
    Three red icons popped into life on the display.  “Contact,” Ensign Howard said, again.  This time, he sounded almost panicky.  “Three warships, unknown class.  Database comparison suggests they’re light cruisers.” 
 
      
 
    “Sound Red Alert,” Hoshiko ordered.  “Raise shields.  Charge weapons.” 
 
      
 
    She frowned as more data flowed onto the display.  Most alien races used starships based on Tokomak designs, knowing them to be reliable even though they were hard to modify or rebuild.  They were, quite simply, the most prevalent ship designs in the galaxy.  Even the Solar Union, which was ramping up its own design and building process as fast as it could, still used thousands of Tokomak-designed ships.  But facing a whole new design ... there was no way to know what she might be about to encounter.  If humanity could invent a weapons system that smashed battleships as if they were made of paper, who knew what another race could design and put into operation? 
 
      
 
    “Unknown ships are scanning us,” Ensign Howard reported. 
 
      
 
    “No word from the freighters,” Lieutenant Yeller added.  The communications officer was working his console frantically.  “The unknown ships are attempting to hail us.” 
 
      
 
    “Put them through,” Hoshiko ordered. 
 
      
 
    There was a long pause, then a dull atonal voice - the product of a translator - echoed through the bridge.  “We are in pursuit of criminals,” it said.  “Allow us to capture the criminals or you will be fired on.” 
 
      
 
    Hoshiko blinked in surprise.  The unknown ships had defied communications protocols that had been in existence long before humanity started building anything more complex than stone axes and rowing boats.  Every spacer in the known universe used the protocols, save - perhaps - for the race in front of her.  Could they be completely new?  Her heartbeat raced at the thought, although she knew it was unlikely.  The Tokomak had held the sector in their grip for thousands of years.  They’d know every power in the sector intimately. 
 
      
 
    “Those ships are human ships,” she said.  She had strict orders to defend human shipping, if nothing else.  Besides, she had no idea just what was going on.  “Allow us to take them into custody and investigate.  If they are criminals, they will be dealt with.” 
 
      
 
    “Enemy ships are charging weapons,” Lieutenant-Commander Rupert Biscoe snapped.  “They’re locking targeting sensors on our hulls.” 
 
      
 
    “Return the favour,” Hoshiko ordered.  No one, unless they had almost no understanding of the ships they controlled, allowed anyone to see their weapons being charged unless it was a deliberate threat.  Just what was going on?  “Try and raise the freighters again ...” 
 
      
 
    “Incoming message,” the communications officer said. 
 
      
 
    “This matter is none of your concern,” the atonal voice said.  “Stand down or be fired upon.” 
 
      
 
    Hoshiko took a long breath.  “We will take the ships into custody and investigate the crews,” she said, tartly.  “Should they be confirmed as criminals, they will be returned to you.  We ...” 
 
      
 
    Jackie Fisher rocked, violently. 
 
      
 
    “Enemy ships have opened fire,” Biscoe said.  “Standard directed-energy weapons.  Shields held.  No damage” 
 
      
 
    A warning shot, Hoshiko thought.  She fought down the urge to simply return fire, even though she was sure she held a considerable advantage.  Are they mad? 
 
      
 
    “Picking up a message from the lead freighter,” Yeller reported.  “It’s very weak.” 
 
      
 
    “Put it through,” Hoshiko ordered. 
 
      
 
    “This is Captain Ryman of SUS Speaker to Seafood,” a voice said.  Hoshiko hastily launched a query into the datanet, trying to confirm Ryman’s identity.  Moments later, a voiceprint match popped up in front of her.  “We have a cargo of refugees from Amstar.  We need help ...” 
 
      
 
    “Enemy ships are locking weapons on the freighters,” Biscoe reported. 
 
      
 
    “Move us forward to shield them,” Hoshiko ordered.  Refugees from Amstar?  Her implants told her it was a star system thirty light years from Martina, but there was little else current in the datafiles.  Like Martina, Amstar was a shared world, peaceful and boring.  Why would refugees be fleeing to Martina, on human ships?  “Tactical ...” 
 
      
 
    “Enemy ships are opening fire,” Biscoe reported.  “Freighter Two is taking heavy damage.” 
 
      
 
    “Open fire,” Hoshiko snapped.  Human-designed freighters carried better shields than the average Tokomak-designed freighter, but they weren't strong enough to stand up to a full barrage from the light cruisers for long.  “I say again, all ships open fire.” 
 
      
 
    She expected the enemy vessels to turn and run, but instead they accelerated towards the human ships, one of them firing a final spread of missiles in passing at Freighter Two and blowing her into an expanding cloud of plasma.  It didn’t look as though anyone had managed to get to the escape pods, Hoshiko noted; the ship had been lost with all hands.  She swore under her breath as one of the alien ships exploded, followed rapidly by another; the third kept on towards Jackie Fisher, firing every weapon she had, until her shields were finally overloaded and a handful of missiles slammed into her hull, disabling her drives. 
 
      
 
    “Prepare a marine boarding party,” Hoshiko ordered.  If the third ship had lost power completely, they should be able to teleport an assault force over to the enemy ship rather than dispatch a shuttle.  “Get them suited up and ...” 
 
      
 
    The third icon vanished from the display.  “Enemy ship destroyed,” Biscoe reported.  “That wasn't our fire, Captain.  They self-destructed.” 
 
      
 
    “Belay that order,” Hoshiko said.  Judging from the blast, it was unlikely there would be anything worth recovering.  The enemy ship had been completely atomised.  “Ready a marine party to examine the freighter instead.” 
 
      
 
    She sucked in her breath, thinking hard.  Who the hell were they facing?  The Horde might have launched a suicide attack, but the Horde rarely dared face anyone who actually knew how to use their ships.  God knew the Horde had been so criminally ignorant that a bunch of humans, from a low-tech world, had taken their ship out from under them.  Anyone else ... surely, they would have assessed the balance of power and backed off.  If the freighters had been carrying criminals, she would have had no choice but to hand them over. 
 
      
 
    “Order the freighter to be ready to receive boarders,” she said, grimly.  At least she wasn’t bored any longer.  “All ships are to remain on yellow alert until we get some answers.” 
 
      
 
    She glanced at Commander Wilde.  “Accompany the marines,” she ordered.  “I want to speak to Captain Ryman as soon as he’s cleared to board Fisher.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Wilde said.  He rose.  “Ensign Howard, with me.” 
 
      
 
    Hoshiko felt a flicker of envy, which she rapidly suppressed.  She was the Captain-Commodore of the squadron, as well as Jackie Fisher’s CO.  There was no way she could leave the bridge, not when they might be at war.  All she could do was wait and see what her crew found ... 
 
      
 
    ... And pray, silently, that she wouldn’t wind up wishing she was bored again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For more, look up The Black Sheep by Christopher Nuttall on Amazon.com! 
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