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Mike Cropo

Into the Fire

Commander Zhang Mei Fa listened grimly at the Captain’s announcement.  While she had no prior connections to the royal family like Miranda, she and the others under her command understood.  They were all handpicked by Miranda to become part of the Union’s secret Fleet.  Most were veterans of the Evolli War, and a few were selected right out of the academy on Apo Prime.  The small crew of the ULU Knight’s Honor had been training since their ship slipped its moorings at Nodon after receiving the upgrade to Taur’Ohtar Mk VIII variant, and their dedication and training won them the privilege of becoming the lead destroyer escort for the ULU Arizona. Mei Fa knew all of the other Destroyer Escort commanders, and together they practiced both picket defense and wolf pack tactics for months before the Arizona slipped its moorings and was commissioned in a private ceremony at Dreamland.  Everything they had worked and trained for led to this moment.  

She first met Miranda during the battle for Alba Tau.  Not formally, but  she was on the deck of the ship Miranda landed on to rearm, waiting for the crew chief to replace several armor plates that were missing from her Tempest’s starboard wing.  She crossed the cramped flight deck and helped the harried crew chief load the heavy anti-ship missile pods onto the Devastator’s wingtips.  She gave the pilot a quick salute as her fighter was repaired. She didn’t see Miranda again until the war ended, where all the human survivors gathered at the small island of Midway.  It was there she would meet the core of the of the Arizona Project commanders, but did not know it at the time.  Only Admiral Ben O’Conner, Fleet Admiral Riall, and the King himself knew what was taking shape at distant Wolf 359.  She survived the war relatively unscathed.  The only wounds were on the inside.  

For the next five years she rose through the ranks, attending the Union’s War College branch on Earth at the old site of Annapolis, and finally meeting Miranda once again at graduation.  She was ushered into a non-descript office along with six other officers, all of whom she knew very well.  Sitting at the desk was Miranda Lorian.  Behind her was a stern looking Lycavorian officer with the rank of Commander.  


“Everyone please sit down,” Miranda spoke.


The assembled officers sat in the offered seats, a bit relaxed, but focused on the diminutive woman before them.


“I am here to offer you your first assignments. “  She said.  “This is a rather special assignment, one that you will not have to accept.  Those that choose not to accept this assignment will go on to BUPERs for their regular assignment.”


“May we know what the assignment is Captain?”  Lt. Commander Michael O’Sullivan asked.  He was a husky red headed and freckled man that spoke with an Irish brogue. 


Miranda shook her head.  “A yes or no answer is required.  I cannot divulge the nature of the assignment until you accept or reject the offer.”


“I’m in,” Lt. Cmdr Mariko Shirow spoke.  She was a hard, angular human from Neo Tokyo.  All of them were combat veterans, and all of them were at Alba Tau.  One by one each agreed to accept the assignment.  Mei Fa was the last to accept the assignment.  Not so much out of fear or hesitation, she just preferred to observe the situation before making a decision.   During the simulation exercises Mei Fa earned both praise and ridicule for both waiting for the most opportune moment to fire, and using said fire as a scalpel against an enemy warship.  

“Do you even have to ask?”  Commander Daiyu Fang replied.


Miranda nodded as the man behind her handed out official documents.  Each officer pressed their thumb to the secure orders in the acceptance box and handed them back to the Commander.  The orders were blank.


“Now that that is out of the way, you have thirty six hours liberty where you will put your affairs on Earth in order and report to the Ford Island Spaceport by 0530.  If anyone asks about your assignment, you are ordered to say it is for advanced tactical operations, is that understood.”


“Yes ma’am,” The six responded.  


She looked at the small bridge crew of the ship.  
Directly ahead of her was the helm, with astrogation and engineering just behind the helm along the port and starboard bulkheads facing the bow.  Directly behind and above her sat the tactical officer, who directed all of the weapons and defenses of the ship.  To the port and starboard of her command station was communication and sensors, with life support and damage control located at the aft end of the bridge.  

“Sound battlestations,” She ordered.  “Tactical, bring all weapons to ready status, point defense to automatic.”


“Aye aye Commander,” Lt. Commander Aria Dubois, Mei Fa’s executive officer as well as tactical officer, spoke.  She activated her link.  “Gunnery crews to your stations.  Bring all tactical systems to ready status.”


“Ma’am, the ship reports all hands at battlestations,” the communications officer reported.  “Incoming message from Flagship One.”

“At my station,” Mei Fa ordered.  It was a text only message addressed to her and the Commanders of the Longsword and Harpoon, Demora Kirk and Nasiira.  The orders were simple.  She was to lead the Assault Wing into battle, acting as both point guard and shield for the rest of the Wing.  It was simple enough, and they had practiced enough in training, but reality was something else altogether.  

“Helm, bring us about, Point position.”  She opened a link to her wingmen.  “Form up on the Knight’s Honor.”

“Commander, the Arizona is launching fighters?”  Aria spoke, confused.  Mei Fa glanced at her monitor to see ten squadrons of Devastators and Tempests launch and race ahead of the Wing.  She noticed heavy pods attached to the rear of each fighter and nodded to herself.  It was a risky maneuver, but one that allowed complete flexibility for carrier operations.   The other ships in the Wing began to form up into an attack formation.  The Knight’s Honor slowed as it took the point position as the tip of the spear.


“Acknowledged,” Mei Fa replied.  “Set Torpedoes to proximity detonation for the first volley, standard impact fuse for the remainder.  Weapons free.”


“First volley set to proximity fuse aye Commander,” Aria reported.   “Point defense systems are online and entering target acquisition mode.  Shields are spooling to full strength, reinforcements allocated.  Gunnery crews report all guns loaded and ready for battle.”


“Helm, initiate jump sequence uplink with the Arizona.”


“Uplink initiated Commander.  Jump drives spooling up on Arizona’s command.”


“Stand by.”


They watched the jump packs on each fighter flare to life and accelerate the fighters and strike fighters into hyperspace.  The ship shuddered as the LSD coils screamed to full power, then jump the ship across the distance to the heart of the battle just over one light year distant.  Wei Fa watched the emergence countdown tick down as if time slowed to a crawl.

“Standby all weapons!”  She ordered, her fingers dancing across her display.  


The bridge viewscreen flashed as the ship emerged into a war zone.  The viewscreen flashed as the tactical overlay illuminated all of the hostile targets in range of the Knight’s Honor’s weapons.  


“VAMPIRE! VAMPIRE!  Multiple hostiles inbound on the starboard beam!”  The sensor officer shouted.  


“Weapons free!”  Mei Fa shouted.  She watched the plot as the Arizona flashed into existence behind them as the point defense batteries of the destroyer began firing.  Torpedoes flashed out of their launchers and sped towards their first of many targets, a lone Dimeru medium cruiser, followed by her sisters.  The twelve torpedoes detonated just outside of the ship’s shields, causing massive feedback pulses along the enemy ship’s plasma relays.  The shields flared brightly once before collapsing as the first of many rounds from the Taur’Ohtar’s main batteries landed on the port superstructure.  Massive clouds of venting atmosphere surrounded the ship as it lurched heavily under the onslaught.    


Eight more torpedoes emerged from their launchers, their targeting sensors locked onto the largest enemy target within their range.  Eight seconds after the second salvo left their tubes, automated loaders fed the next round into the launcher as the targeting computer began feeding targeting data into their systems.  The twelve turrets of the Taur’Ohtar class were similar to the 5 inch guns that were prevalent on the old wet navy warships of Earth, only with a radical difference.  Each turret featured rapid loading magazines, monitored by specially trained gunner crews.  The rate of fire of these Terra Series Mk III was exceptionally high, each gun in the dual gun turret spewed out four rounds a minute with crews aiding the loading process.  Each round was about thirty inches long with a four inch radius, and the explosive force of the round was equivalent to a 10 kiloton nuclear device.  The kinetic/energy projectile was capable of either impact or proximity detonation, and more often each five round magazine loaded into the gun carried a 3/2 ratio of impact/proximity warheads.  

Mei Fa held on as several rounds from a Kavalian light Gauss cannon impacted against the port shields and armor.  It was not enough to cause damage, but it was just enough to throw off the firing solution of the current torpedo spread.  


“Report!”


“Shields at forty five percent, armor scoring along the ventral port wing!”


She turned her head towards their attacker.  It was a Dimeru class medium cruiser that was attempting to flank them for an attack run on the Arizona.


“All ships, target Dimeru!”  She ordered.  The turrets on all three Taur’Ohtars swiveled within seconds and began firing.  The ship rolled slightly to port in order to bring eight of the twelve batteries to bear, and soon the Kavalian cruiser was a wreck, venting atmosphere and tumbling out of control.  She blinked as the Arizona’s main batteries began to fire, adding their own rage to the battle.  

“All ships, execute Leyte Four; Knight’s Honor, execute Attack Pattern Atlantic!” Miranda’s ordered.


Mei Fa smiled savagely.  “Longsword, Harpoon, Purgatory, Elear, Soul and Vengeance on me!  Helm bring us hard about and engage shroud!”


The Kavalians would soon learn a harsh lesson.  With the Arizona’s electronic warfare squadrons heavily engaged and the space above Kranek filled with sensor killing missiles, the Wolf Pack tactics of the ancient Kriegsmarine would be used once again.  


Attack Pattern Atlantic was about subterfuge.  Its purpose was to confuse and disorient an enemy force with a combination of hit and run attacks with point assaults against heavy warships.  To prepare for this tactic Taur’Ohtar crews trained mercilessly to flicker their shrouds just long enough to fire a torpedo volley before reengaging their shrouds and scattering.  A seven ship wolf pack could engage the largest of ships with an excellent chance of success.  It was one of the many tactical plans developed at the Dreamland Shipyard by Mei Fa and the other human officers assigned to the base.  Most of the tactics were based on ancient Earth naval battles and although the technology had radically altered the battle space, the fundamental tactics remained the same.  Mei Fa held on as the ship rocked violently as it passed through the expanding debris field of a Kavalian Dieroy Heavy Cruiser.  The lights of the bridge flickered as the power systems switched to a backup relay.  

“DAMAGE REPORT!”  Mei Fa shouted.


“Starboard plasma relays are damaged.  Secondaries online and holding!”  Her chief engineer reported.  “Damage control teams are repairing the main relays.”


“Status of the Shroud?”


“The debris caused a flicker, but there is so much wreckage we were not detected.”  Aria replied.


Space was littered with wreckage of both Union and Kavalian ships, more Kavalian than Union ships, which was a testament to Union engineering.  While impressively armed, Kavalian ships were for the most part expendable to the will of the Kavalian leaders.  She watched a flight of Tempests chase down a Kavalian Black Soul Heavy Raider, their pulse cannons hammering the enemy ship until it tumbled out of control and smashed into the hull of a now burning Dieroy.   In the distance, several Diatagas were massing.  Mei Fa touched her command console. 


“All ships hard about! Target Diatagas at the following coordinates,” She ordered.   All of the ships in her sub command came about and raced towards the gathering enemy squadron.  Once in position they would be able to provide a massive volume of missile fire against the Arizona’s wing.  Her eyes briefly watched the main battle as the Arizona and Scimitar combined fire against the remaining Great Souls.  It never failed to amaze her at the sheer amount of fire that the Terra series plasma cannons could unleash.  


“You are looking at the Terra series Plasma Cannon.”  Miranda walked around the turret that floated in the holographic projector.  “It is a radical departure from the standard Union Alpha, Beta, and Gamma series weapon systems, one that utilizes a breech loading system instead of the standard capacitor system.”

Mei looked at the others in the briefing.  Such weapon types haven’t been used in years, and it was curious as to why such technology was being returned to service.  


“You are all curious,” Miranda’s face remained impassive.  “Then allow me to satisfy your curiosity.  Your task is to incorporate the Terra series into the current Union fleet lists.  There are no restrictions on ship class, but it must be a balanced design.”


There were fifteen officers in the briefing room.  All of the human officers Miranda recruited from Annapolis, plus several others, but only one Lycavorian and two Elves were present.  Rumor had it that Miranda disliked the arrogance of the Lycavorians and Elves, and completely detested Vampires.  Ever since the war ended there was a swirl of rumor that revolved around Miranda Lorian like a ring system.   Mei Fa moved next to Michael and Mariko as they idly scrolled through the current Union fleet listings.  Everything from the Leonidas II class Strike Cruiser to the lowly Argos class Corvettes was listed on the holoscreen.  


“Find anything interesting?”  Mei Fa asked.


“I think the Moonlancer might be a good candidate,” Michael spoke.  “One of the oldest designs in the Union, it is dire need for an upgrade.”


“Agreed,” Mariko spoke.  “The Moonlancer is definitely in need of an upgrade; however, the Vanguard is built for a war we never fought.  Its modular nature will lend itself to several upgrades I would think.”

“What about you Mei Fa?”  Michael inquired.  “Anything tickle yer fancy?”


Mei Fa scrolled through the lists once again.  There were several promising designs listed, but nothing that really caught her fancy.  


“Computer, expand list out to secondary and support vessels.”  The list expanded greatly, revealing designs that haven’t seen active duty in years, and in some cases, centuries.  


“Secondary designs?”  Mariko frowned.


“There is a lot of history caught up in some of these designs, not to mention that there are probably thousands of hulls in mothballs around some of these fortress worlds.”  She scrolled down.  “Here, the Taur’Ohtar class Destroyer.”


The Knight’s Honor rolled beneath the expanding cloud of debris of what used to be a Diataga class Attack Cruiser.  Mei Fa held on as the inertial dampers redlined.  She could feel the stress on the ship’s beam as the destroyer escort yawed on its nose as fragments of the Diataga slammed into the ship’s shields.  

“Well, we certainly caught them with their pants down.”  Aria grinned.  


“It’s a war of attrition now,” Mei Fa replied.  “They’re stunned, but even a stunned animal can kill you.”


“Captain! Flash traffic from Flagship!”  Her com officer shouted.


“Relay to my station.”


-All ships expect inbound Coven Forces.  Designate inbounds and Threat Two.  Do not engage unless fired upon.  Command authorization Spartan Two Alpha Alpha Sierra.  Relayed Flagship One.-


“Well,” Mei Fa relayed the message to her command. “Stay frosty people.  We have guests coming to the party.”


“Coven?”  Aria leaned out of her seat to look at Mei Fa.  “Are they crazy?  After what happened to Zarah?”


“Well, this is straight from Queen Dysea.”  Mei Fa.  “Just remember, no stray torpedoes at the new guests…”

She didn’t the time they arrived, but only that they had arrived.  In a heartbeat, the tide was irrevocably turned.  The heavier Coven warships peeled off to bracket the remaining Kavalian capital ships in a crossfire.  A pair of Nightfang class Frigates exploded into brilliant novas of steel and plasma as Mei Fa held on as debris pelted her ship’s hull.  

“All Union ships clear sector three one!  BREAK BREAK BREAK!”  Mei Fa’s comlink roared to life.  The message was broadcast on the wing’s tactical channel from the Pegasus, a Moonlancer-B Battlecruiser.  She knew all too well what the message meant.


“Knight’s Honor to Wolf Pack, Break Break Break!” She turned to her crew.  “Ace the shroud and give me flank speed, course four three mark seven one!”


Within moments every Union ship was out of the target sector as the Pegasus and the Minotaur brought their missile launchers to bear.  The Moonlancer-B was one of the many new upgrades that was planned for the Union Fleet.  With the Arizona serving as carrier for the Assault Wing, the role of the Moonlancer was diminished.  Therefore, the B variant of the Moonlancer removed the majority of hanger space of the fighters it carried and replaced them with 100 Mk 22 Missile Launchers and high capacity magazines.  Each ship could maintain a sustained bombardment for twenty minutes before the ship’s magazines became critical.  The standard Alpha series turrets were replaced with Terra series cannons, and a majority of the ship’s systems were upgraded for increased automation.  This variant was designed expressly for support of the Arizona class, but success of the variant in battle might see some of the older ships of the class make the transition.  

It only took moments for the two hundred Mk 22A missiles to cross the void between the Union lines and Kavalian fleet groups.  The Kavalians poured fire into the oncoming mass, but the advanced programming of the missiles allowed for slightly erratic flight patterns as they homed in on any unfriendly ship.  Gauss cannon fire from the lighter Kavalian ships filled the space around them with thin ribbons of steel, catching some of the missiles, but also catching their own fighters as well, not to mention glancing blows to the larger Kavalian ships that managed to survive the battle thus far.  It was a wild, chaotic mess, and one did not attempt to control the chaos, but channel it, direct it.  It was the greatest flaw of the Kavalians, for they strove to impose their will upon everyone and everything.  

“Roll us hard to starboard!” Mei Fa ordered.  “Weapons, SITREP.”


“We’re at fifty percent on both torpedo magazines, forty five percent on plasma shells.”


“This engagement won’t last for much longer,” She replied.  “Once the magazines reach twenty percent switch to selective targeting.”  She brought up her lightpen and touched her main screen.  With practiced ease she sent orders to the rest of her wolf pack, forming them up once again along the flank of the twin Moonlancer-Bs with their shroud systems re-engaged, only dropping them to fire a torpedo volley.  Once they brought their shrouds back up they rearranged themselves into a different formation, but that did not stop Kavalian fighters from attacking the vacated positions anyway.

When the last Great Soul exploded she knew the end was very near.  She watched the entire Union/Coven force shift tactics immediately, taking advantage of the Kavalian’s greatest weakness, a Centralized Command structure that followed the last orders given above all else.  A pair of Admiral Ceneu class Heavy Destroyers roared past Mei Fa’s command, charging into a division of Kavalian Dieroys.  A full squadron of M-5 Devastators appeared before the Dieroys, firing their anti-ship missiles as the two destroyers broke formation in opposite directions.  Her screen told her all she needed to know about the two ships…ULU Ravager and ULU Hood, commands of her friends, Commanders Shirow Mariko and Michael O’Sullivan.  While both their work at Dreamland had been a success, even the rising stars of Union Navy had to start at the bottom.  She understood the tactics they were endeavoring to employ, and decided to add her own addition to the attack.

“All ships, full torpedo spread against the following targets.”  She illuminated the two Dieroys as they weathered the Devastator’s bombardment.  She nodded to herself as the target of the attack was not so much the bridge superstructures and other vital systems, but rather the twin heavy Gauss Cannons that comprised the Dieroy’s main armament.  One of the ship’s main batteries exploded as the power feedback from the attack tore the weapon from its mount, sending it skipping across the ventral hull surface.  The other Dieroy lost one cannon outright, sending fragments into the surrounding systems.  Her wolf pack signaled readiness to attack and she raised her hand and pointed at the two enemy ship’s on the bridge viewer.


“On the wayyyyy,” Aria shouted.


As soon as the eight torpedoes fired, the other wolf pack ships fired as well, sending fifty four torpedoes streaking across the void towards the enemy ships.  Both ships rolled frantically, trying to avoid the oncoming projectiles, and were completely out of position when the Hood and Ravager attacked.  Both Heavy Destroyers left the two ships tumbling and venting atmosphere as fires raged along all ruptured hull plates.  Only a few torpedoes scored direct hits, the others detonating as the proximity sensors went off, adding to the carnage.  The ship shuddered as it was struck by several light Gauss Cannon rounds, sending alarms sounding throughout the ship.


“Damage report!”  Mei Fa shouted.


“Minor hull buckling on the Starboard wing.  The Dorsal fantail has a hole the size of Captain Lorian’s ego, and the starboard engine has developed a leak in the primary fuel pump.”


“In other words we’re leaking enough emissions to negate the shroud,” Mei Fa grunted.  “Shut down the shroud and reroute power to the shields.”  


She touched her comlink.  “Knight’s Honor to Wolf Pack, we are transferring command to Harpoon and dropping out of formation.”  She shut down the link.

 “Aria, Set all weapons for saturation fire.  Helm, lay in a course for the planet’s troposphere.”


“Course laid in Commander!”

“Take us in,” Mei Fa ordered, touching her com panel for ship-wide.  “All hands, prepare of atmospheric turbulence.”


The ship bounced across the upper reaches of Kranek’s atmosphere, sending bright gouts of superheated air from the ship’s ventral hull.  Mei Fa kept close eye on the hull temp, knowing that even in a ship designed for planetary landings one wrong move could spell disaster.  And a disaster of any kind in the middle of a battle would be the end of them all.


“VAMPIRE! VAMPIRE!  Multiple inbounds targeted on settlement!”


“Damn,” Mei Fa spoke.  “Park us in a geostationary spot right above the settlement.  Reset Dorsal turrets for suppression fire!”


“Aye aye,” the crew responded.  She felt the ship lurch as it was buffered by the air currents, the dorsal PDM battery opening its doors.  Five missiles leapt out in rapid succession, followed by five more.  The missiles spread out into a cone above the escort destroyer until they reached optimal detonation points, erupting into a plasma stream that formed overlapping shields against which many of the Kavalian missiles met their end.  Other enemy warheads penetrated the lingering plasma moments later only to be met with heavy fire from six of the twelve gun turrets of the Knight’s Honor.  The suppression rounds were short range weapons designed to create mini suns of superheated plasma, one of a last ditch defenses used by a Union ship when faced with a near overwhelming barrage.  The last layer of defense was the standard Point Defense Batteries.  Only two missiles manage to survive that onslaught of firepower, only to be destroyed by the ship’s ventral batteries.  High above, the Diatagas that launched the attack were exploding as torpedoes and missiles fired from the Taur’Ohtars and the Admiral Ceneus raced to close the gap.  


“SITREP!”  Mei Fa shouted.


“Major stress fractures along the dorsal hull armor…the dorsal stabilizer has been holed in nine places.  Damage Control is rerouting power and reinforcing the structural integrity shields.  Minor causalities on decks three and seven.”


“Hold us in position,” She ordered.  “Nothing gets by us.”


Mei Fa watched as four M-7A Devastators raced by and dove across the nose of the ship towards the battle below.  It was confusing to her as to why the Kavalians would launch such an attack against the planet when their forces were fully engaged.  Both sides would have been totally destroyed by that attack.  


“Commander, we are receiving a fire mission order from Spartan One Five,” Her com officer reported.   “All codes are authenticated.”


“Target?”

“The ridge above the settlement.  Sensors indicate that the target area is crawling with Kavalians and armor. “


She frowned.  “Signal all friendlies, Fire Mission inbound.  Target is Danger Close, repeat, Danger Close.  Aria, no mistakes.”


“Target coordinates locked in.  All ventral batteries report ready to fire.”


“Put us in the glide slope.” Mei Fa.  “As gropos are so fond of saying, time to bring the rain.”


All six ventral turrets fired as one.  Twelve plasma rounds slammed into the ridge eight seconds later, turning sand into glass and melting rock into magma.  Anything alive on the ridge was turned to carbon ash in the blink of an eye, and the Spartan and Immortal forces recoiled from both the massive devastation and the intense heat of the Kavalian funeral pyre.  Only the strongest of the bonded pairs could get anywhere near the intense heat of the blast zone.

The orbital battle was over, a decisive victory for the Union, but at a steep cost.  One quarter of Andro’s Strike Wing was either severely damaged or destroyed.   The Arizona’s Assault Wing survived the battle with no losses, but many of the picket ships sustained moderate damage, Mei Fa’s ship included.  All that remained was the clean up on the ground, and from listening to the reports from the Durcunusaan, the end would not be far off.  Mei Fa listened to the com traffic as the Knight’s Honor slowly lifted back to orbit.  A black cloud could be seen rising from the distant horizon, a testament to the Devastator’s attack on the grounded Kavalian Protoss Transports.  

“Commander, message from the Flag.”


“At my station,” She ordered.  The screen before her flickered and Miranda’s face appeared before her.


“Good job with the settlement defense Commander.  Give me your SITREP.”  Miranda looked grim.


“Most of our damage is along our Dorsal Stabilizer.  Damage Control has patched all of the critical holes and the damage to our starboard engine has dropped our power output six percent.  We have some stress fractures along our dorsal armor, but it is nothing that will impede our performance.”


“Can you engage your shroud?”


“We can Captain, but we are leaking too many emissions from the damaged stabilizer and we light up like a Coven dreadnought.”


“There is a division of mobile drydocks enroute to Kranek along with the rest of Queen Dysea’s Strike Wing.  I’ll have your ship bumped to the head of the list for repairs.  You’ll have to catch up with us when we depart for Earth.”


“The Mk VIIIs are built for speed Captain.  We’ll catch up.”


“Good.”


“Ah Captain?”


Miranda raised an eyebrow.  “Yes Commander?”


“How did the other’s fare?”


“You can ask them tonight.  Come aboard at 2200 hrs, and be sure to wear your ‘A’s.”


The screen blanked out and Mei Fa looked at the stars as the ship crossed the threshold into space.  Already salvage teams from the fleet were pushing the smaller wreckage into the planet’s atmosphere while other ships were quickly disposing of any remaining Kavalian ship.  The Union’s losses were being towed to a staging area where they would be taken back to Union space.  Any ship unable to be towed would be scuttled.  There would be no trace of the Kavalians should their reinforcements show up.  In all, it was how Miranda wanted it.  Make an enemy fleet disappear, sow confusion and fear in enemy ranks, then strike hard and fast at any ‘soft’ target that made itself known.  It was a tactic that could be as harmful as well as beneficial, but it was the best tactic available at this time.   She had no illusions that when the time came the existence of the Arizona class would be made known to the entire universe.

“I guess it is dinner with the boss,” Aria said.  


“Lay in a course for the Arizona.”  Mei Fa replied.  “Let’s take our place in formation.”


“Aye aye.”


As the Knight’s Honor returned to formation, Mei Fa noted the battle scars of the Assault Wing.  Even the Arizona was scarred, but not damaged.  The defenses of the ship were as such all that was able to land were occasional plasma bolts, but they only able leave carbon scoring on the hull.  


“Message from the flag Commander…all ships ordered to shroud.”


“Very well,” Mei Fa spoke.  “Disengage all non-essential power systems and engage the shroud.”

“We’ll still be leaking emissions Commander,” Aria replied.  


“True, but with minimal power we can be masked by the debris and radiation,” Mei Fa said.  


“Shroud engaging.”


Mei Fa stood and stretched.  “Aria, you have the Con.  I’ll be in my quarters preparing.”


“We’ll keep her together for you Commander.”


The Taur’Ohtar class Escort Destroyer Mk VIII was equipped with two landing bays on either side of the ship’s wings.    Each bay was only large enough for one craft, usually a Menkla class transport, but all of the Taur’Ohtars of the Arizona’s wing was equipped with Raptor Mk IIIs capable of being configured for which ever mission was needed most.  As Mei Fa entered the Port landing bay, the Raptor was configured for standard transport duties, her mission specific equipment was locked down on either side of the bay which could be added to the ship in less than a minute.  The various mission packs ranged from simple reconnaissance to VIP transport to combat support, and all fully automated to lessen crew requirements.

Mei Fa strode up the rear hatch of the ship as the pilot and copilot began the prelaunch sequence.  The hatch made a soft hiss as it was raised and locked into position as she slid into the cockpit and sat down at one of the spare jump seats.  


“Charger Base this is Shield One.   All systems green and we are ready to depart.”  The pilot spoke.


“Confirmed Shield One,” Aria’s replied.  “Bay doors opening now.  Be advised of micro debris in the area.”


“Roger that Charger Base.”  The twin doors of the landing bay slid open as the atmospheric shield flashed into existence.  The Raptor III rose silently and coasted forward into space, the view dominated by the massive hull of the Arizona.


“Flagship One, this is Shield One, request clearance to approach.”


“Clearance granted Shield One,” One of the Arizona’s flight controllers replied.  “Make your approach to vector Bravo One Three Sierra, Aft Deck.”


“Confirmed Flagship One.  Vector Bravo One Three Sierra Aft Deck.”


The Raptor rolled onto the flight vector and raced towards the rear of the massive ship.  She could barely detect the faint rippling of the ship’s shroud, but she did not need to see the ship to know it was there.  There was a faint flash as the Raptor crossed the shroud’s threshold and raced along the surface of the ship in a maneuver She and other human pilots called, ‘Skindancing’.   She and several other had done it during the Evolli War, racing along the hull of an enemy ship below their point defense, riding the line until they could deploy their ordinance where it would do the most damage.  The aft flight deck of the Arizona was relatively clear, with five massive doors that led to the hangers below.  Only a few Raptor IIIs and STRIKERS were present on the deck, and it did not take long for Mei Fa’s ship to be grappled by a drone for transit to the hanger below.  There were two bay doors on each side of the landing deck, with the last along the far bulkhead.  It was the central door that the drone carried the Raptor into.  Below was a symphony of work.  Deck crews worked quickly and efficiently to move the numerous fighters to their squadron bays for maintenance and repair.  Mei Fa’s Raptor was lowered to the deck where several deck crews quickly chocked the wheels of the Raptor and brought a deck car around to the rear of the Raptor.  Mei Fa strode down the ramp to where the Deck Officer stood by the car.

“Permission to come aboard?”


“Granted Commander.”  The officer turned to a rating.  “Escort Commander Zhang to Captain’s Mess.”


“Ma’am,” A young enlisted man snapped to attention.  “If you will come with me.”


Mei Fa walked over to and sat in the small car as the rating climbed into the driver seat and drove toward one of the access passageways of the main hanger deck.  It was a short drive to the intership transit cars where she was escorted into one and the car began its journey to the upper decks.  She stepped out into ‘Officer’s Country’, following the rating as he led her to the Captain’s Mess.   The passageways of the ship were clear, slightly octagonal in shape with overhead lights illuminating the way.  Access terminals were spaced evenly along the walls to allow the crew access to the ship internet, as well as provide VIPs with directions.  

The Captain’s Mess was located near Miranda’s quarters as well as the VIP quarters and had its own galley and chef.  When not in use, the galley crew was seconded to the Officer’s Mess.  She thanked the rating as she entered the room, which was guarded by a pair of Marines, where Captain Lorian and her command staff waited along with Commanders Shirow and O’Sullivan, as well as the rest of the ‘Shooting Stars’ with the exception of Captain Fang.

“Excellent,’ Miranda spoke.  “I trust you had no problems finding your way?”

“You have a well trained crew Captain,” Mei Fa spoke, looking around.  “It is quite a change from looking at the bare bulkheads at the shipyard.”


“Indeed,” Miranda replied.  “Since we are all here, why don’t we sit down?”

Mei Fa took a seat next to Mariko as Captain Lorian motioned for the steward to begin.  


“As you know, Captain Fang is on TDY and was unable to join us for the deployment.”  She placed a napkin in her lap.  “I would like for everyone to make sure their AARs include full disclosure on the tactics implemented in the battle.”


“Looks like you took a few hits during the battle,” Mariko whispered.


“We stayed in the thick of it right up till the end,” Mei Fa whispered back.  


“You have something to say Commander Zhang?”  Miranda inquired.


“Ma’am,” Mei Fa sat rigid in her seat.  “I was simply responding to Commander Shirow’s inquiry as to our damage.”


“Ah yes,” Miranda nodded.  “You pretty much stayed in the heart of the battle.”


“With respect Captain,” Mei Fa replied.  “Wolf Pack tactics in a static battlespace are only partially effective.  Our kill ratio should have been much higher.”


“Yes, it should have been.”  Miranda said.  “Since we are still working out the tactics for the Assault Wing, be sure to include your observations in your After Action Report.”

“Of course,” Mei Fa inclined her head.  


“Apart from relatively minor damage to the Wing, what are your thoughts on the battle?”  Miranda sipped at some tea.


“I think we need greater depth in our interception zones,” Mariko spoke.  “The Arizona herself has an impressive defensive battery, but the standard escorts can get overwhelmed from the sheer amount of Kavalian fighters and ordinance.”

“Most’uv our point defense guns ran dangerously close to empty durin’ the battle,” Michael added.  


“Anything else?” Miranda asked.


“How did we miss the Blood Reverence with the Graviton Wave?”  Mariko said.


The Drow Commander sitting next to Miranda leaned forward.  

“The GWC was specifically targeting Kavalian LSD signatures,” She replied.  “We have already re-tasked the weapon’s core programming to effect all ships in the blast radius with exceptions to friendly IFFs.”


The loss of Queen Dysea to Immortal mercs was a closely guarded secret, one that was only shared with command officers in the Fleet.  Mei Fa only learned of it through a secure transmission to her PDA as she boarded the Arizona.


“All of the data from the Wing has already been transmitted to General O’Conner at Dreamland,” Miranda said.  “And you can be sure that all of the newer construction will take the data from this trial by fire into account.  The Arizona, Hornet, Yamato, Bismarck, and Missouri will get time in the yards once the rest of the Block I ships are commissioned.  Block II of the Arizona class has already been approved and the yard dogs are rushing to get the prototype Wasp into service as well.  Unfortunately due to supply constraints, each Arizona class will only get one hundred LSD boosters for their aerospace wings until the backlog of resources is cleared up.”

“The LSD boosters were a turning point for the battle,” The Arizona’s CAG, Steven Randall, spoke.  He sat next to his wife, a female elf by the name of Zaala, who served as an assistant to the ship’s Nodon Chief Engineer.  She was also one of the foremost experts in the technology that went into the construction of the Union’s first offensive warship.

“What other surprises are lurking in General O’Conner’s brain,” Mei Fa mused aloud.  


“I am sure we will find out soon enough,” replied Miranda.  “With some luck the rest of our Assault Wing will rendezvous with us at Earth.”


The head steward approached the Captain’s chair and whispered into her ear.


“Well, the chef has informed me that dinner is ready.”  


Several carts floated out as the stewards brought forth the meal.  Everyone was surprised as several hot pots were placed on the table evenly spaced between the officers.  In each pot was a slow boiling mixture of vegetables in a broth like liquid, followed by the stewards placing trays of raw ingredients before them.   The meal was laid out Chinese Family Style, with ingredients for everyone to pick what they want.  The humans at the table and Zaala Randall knew what to do, but the other Elves, Lycavorians, and Nodon looked a bit confused.  

“Everyone, please enjoy,” Miranda spoke, picking up a pair of chopsticks and starting.  The Drow beside her looked confused but kept a close eye on Miranda’s technique.  Mei Fa dug in, but watched the two interact.  She knew something was going on between the two of them, and slowly smiled as she watched the silent interplay between them, catching the glances and almost imperceptible hand signals between the two.  There was something between the two.  

There were some light conversation during the meal, but for the most part, it was a quiet affair.  As the meal wound down, the question on everyone’s mind was asked.

“When will King Androcles declare war?”  Mariko spoke.


“We will be the first to know,” Miranda replied quickly.  “I have no doubt that we will be used in a first strike capacity of some sort, but I would guess that there are too many unknowns at the present that will prevent an immediate declaration.”


“Do you have an idea about the Warplan?”  Mei Fa said, sipping her tea.


“If the Androcles asks, I will recommend Warplan Omega, but I would think it would be Omega Three.”  Warplan Omega called for unrestricted total war, including first strike against enemy civilian populations.  All of the Omega sub plans called for total war, but Warplan Omega Three allowed for civilian targets only in the event of the enemy attacking Union civilian targets first.

“Do ye think the King wood uh’gree ta such a plan?”  Michael blinked.  


“There are some who only respond to force,” Miranda replied.  “And the Kavalians strike me as such a species. What I don’t think they realize is that they have successfully pissed off the wrong Union Prince. And pissed him off in a very large way.”  She shook her head.  “Make no mistake, I will offer any and all advice if I am asked.   Once we return to Earth I will contact Admiral Riall for approval to begin operational planning.  This is going to be a long, brutal war, and while we may not have started this fight, I’ll be damned if we won’t finish it.”

As the meal ended and everyone prepared to depart, Miranda pulled Mei Fa to the side.


“Once the Knight’s Honor is repaired, you are to rejoin the Wing as soon as possible.  Your ship will be one of the first in the mobile yard when it arrives, so get her repaired and back in full operation ASAP.”


“My chief engineer already has the damaged hull plates ready for removal and replacement.  The rest of the damage is internal that can be repaired en-route to Earth.”


“Excellent,” Miranda said.  “On your way then.”


Mei Fa snapped to attention and fired off a salute, which Miranda returned.  “I will see you at Earth Captain,” She stepped back and followed the others out of the Captain’s Mess.  Each and all knew the seriousness of the situation at hand, and they all knew this was only the beginning.
