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Sophia Trotsky

Sophia felt her heartbeat. Like a drum. A war drum. All around her, the stink of the dead rose, their screams, too. A long, endless wail of those who didn’t make it out alive. The metallic taste of nuclear fire touched upon the edge of her tongue, and the coppery taste of blood filled her mouth. This place, spires swirling around her, flames bursting from their windows and broken sides, was the place she never could leave. The dead were everywhere. Soldiers. Citizens. Children. All corpses. All around there was the roar of fire and the crackle of guns. A dirge for the dead that resounded in her mind long after Kadesh was a memory. A terrible memory.

It wasn’t real.

She’d learned that long ago. These were moments that clung to her. As her feet tread through the ash, she found the body. Always the same body. Even though her mind had taken her here a million times, agony tore at her soul at the finality of what lay before her. Kneeling in the ash, Sophia raised her hand to brush off the face. This part was true. She’d left Sam here, lying before Buffalo Bills. With a brush of her fingers, her soul shattered inside. Sam’s cold dead face stared up into the Oppenheimer-clouded sky. Her best friend. Her only real friend. For all the rich girls back home, she knew it was Sam that she considered her best friend. Son of her father’s lands-keeper for the Presidia estate.

“Sam.” Sophia coughed through soot and tears. “Oh, Sam.”

His eyes flashed open. “Sophia? Why am I here?”

Her heart jumped as it always did. His accusing blue eyes, clouded by death, met her gaze. Why was he dead? He was dead because a sniper shot him from the tower. A sniper she’d killed after. She’d made sure of it.

The world faded.

No. Not again. She reached for the corpse. Wanting to hold her best friend one last time. Then darkness engulfed her, and the smell of ash faded into something more earthy. The warm air of Kadesh cooled, and suddenly there were bulkheads around her, darkened by shadow.

Her heart pounded away beneath her chest, a rhythm of life. A cold reminder that she was very much alive and facing the war before her. The place smelled familiar. A salty-sweet scent rose from the covers that surrounded her. A taste and smell she knew well. Something warm and smooth touched her bare thigh. A comforting touch.

This wasn’t the Evans.

The past few days flooded back. The Evans had docked a few days ago for resupply and furlough, and by chance the station-side barracks had been housing her fiancé, Zhou Ling. Whose six-fingered hand sat dangerously close to something more sensitive than just a thigh. Even in the dark, as the blackness faded, Zhou’s sharp and powerful face took form. The most beautiful and kind person in the Galaxy. Not that you would know that by meeting her.

And yet, even in the arms of her lover, so much hung in the air. An oppression of history. A year on from the terrible days of the fall of Kadesh, and Sophia couldn’t shake the memories. Couldn’t shake the dreams. They tormented her, as if Sam was punishing her for letting him die. If the power had been within her grasp, Sam would have lived. 

The war was not going well, either. That much was certain, though to what degree was beyond a destroyer captain’s paygrade. Kadesh had granted a series of medals, a few white crosses, and a bronze star of courage. Not that they were deserved. Well, the white crosses probably were–an award given for taking injury in the country's name. That she did do. Her fingers traced that scar. The one that cut beneath her collar bone. The warped flesh knitted back together, a echo of an injury taken. 

Gently, Sophia moved Zhou’s hand away from her, and then, with as little noise as possible, slid out from beneath the covers. There wasn’t any more sleep tonight. Just thoughts. Thoughts of Kadesh, of her ship, of the future. Since taking command of the Evans, all the fleet had her do was patrol meaningless sectors on wasted time. The number of times she’d been useful could be counted on a single hand. It wasn’t like she had some weird craving for battle. Sophia just didn’t want to be some useless Commander put on a bridge to keep her out of harm’s way, because her father was so fucking important.

A sigh escaped her lips as she felt around in the darkness for the bathroom. Finding it, she flicked on the lights. The mirror burst to life with reflected light, showering the counter, full of hygiene products and water stains, with illumination. Staring back at her was Sam.

Her heart thundered.

His cold, dead eyes met hers with that accusing stare. Then, as Sam always would, he smiled. This wasn’t real, it was all in her head. All in her fucking head. Just an illusion, brought on by stress. Sophia looked away from the smiling corpse. A moment later, all that stood in the mirror was an exhausted blond-haired, fair-skinned woman with piercing green eyes. Like a ghost, Sam haunted her. 

Leaning over the sink, she battled for breath. Something slid out from between her breasts, contained there by her grey bra. She caught it as it bounced on the chain that hadn’t left her neck in a year. Dog tags. One set was hers. The set she had caught was Sam’s.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

So much had changed since that little girl ran into Sam on his way back from leave. The little girl who stared back from the mirror was a woman. A Commander. Like the eye of a gas giant's storm, a vortex of a million emotions, all storming around her. Rage. Grief. Pain. Sadness. Loss. There was only one certainty, a dread of inescapable truth. One day, she’d have to face that storm.

Sophia Trotsky, the heir to the largest thorium tycoon this side of the Union border, had discovered that she was nothing. For all her genetic upgrades, for all her benefits, she was as broken as any soldier in the war.

And the war was far from over.

“Hey, golden blood.” A blue face appeared behind her.

Zhou’s red eyes reflected into Sophia’s from the mirror. The Geksheeshan stepped forward, reaching out. Her hands slid over Sophia’s bare shoulders. Thank the noble tree for Zhou. Sophia took Zhou’s hand, feeling the scales that ran up her flesh. Smooth, but patterned. Like braille.

“Lizard face,” Sophia jibed back, trying to force some kind of return to normalcy.

“Talk to me. You're worse than Arcadia.” Zhou’s lips touched the crest of her neck.

The touch of the Gecko washed across the universe, lighting up the world for a moment as Zhou’s hands slid around her, locking the two in place. Zhou had a habit of choosing a woman who was broken by battle. But what was there to say? How much could she speak of the fires of Kadesh? Zhou was there. Zhou had been through ten times what Sophia had by this point, yet it was the little human girl struggling with her emotions.

“Just thinking about Sam.” Her words, like an echo, were hallow and distant. “And the others dead at Nubai.”

“If you could have stopped them from dying, super genius, you would have.” Zhou kissed Sophia’s neck again. “Come back to bed. I only get to fuck you twice in a year–that’s just all kinds of bullshit.”

Sophia felt a giggle choke on her grief. “Well, we will change that someday.”

“Oh, that’s why I’m kicking so many Imperials the fuck off this plane of existence. They are inhibiting my sex life.” Zhou pulled again.

Sophia relented as the lights flickered off once more, and her lover dragged her back to the small bed in the center of a small room. At least Sergeants got a bed big enough for two. Her quarters on the Evans could barely fit her. Engulfed in Zhou’s embraced, Sophia surrendered to her touch, and fell back, trying to leave the world of war behind. The two lost themselves in each other, in the pleasure and distraction the body offered. Twisting between each other, and moving with the force of the cosmos, until their love burned as bright as the stars themselves.

Then, sweaty, naked, and sucking down air, the two lay there, as a few groans issued from the barracks, soldiers complaining about the noise. To which Zhou merely held up a middle finger to the wall and made a kissing face before slumping down on the pillow. Her bald head and blazing red eyes were the only thing in the universe Sophia trusted.

And the days were ticking until they marched Zhou off to the next fight.

“Walls are thin.” She smirked. “I’ve dealt with them howling away on their furlough, so they can just fuck right the hell off.”

Sophia chuckled, running a hand down Zhou’s face. “You perfect blue ball of joy. Always happy to accommodate others.”

“Happy to accommodate you.” Zhou sneered. “They can jump off a bridge.” There was a pause. “Okay, pig skin, for real, what’s going on in that pretty human head of yours?”

“Zhou, I don’t want to talk about it.” That was the truth.

She kept seeing Sam; she kept feeling his death as if she was reliving it. The moment was paralyzing, like someone was gripping her by the throat and forcing her to watch it. Over and over again. As if Sam was trying to blame her for his death. All Sophia did was survive, and yet it didn’t feel like she should have. Like somehow that was a betrayal. How could she explain that to Zhou? The huntress. A Geksheeshan, born and bred to hunt and kill.

“Claire pulled that bullshit with me.” Zhou snapped. “You. What’s wrong? Now.”

Her heart stuttered–by the Great Tree, Claire had done that, hadn’t she? “It’s Sam, Kadesh, the war, that I keep getting useless assignments. You know it’s because of my father. He’s putting pressure on Von’Triton to keep me out of the fighting. Even if he wasn’t, I’m not sure I could handle another major battle. Zhou, I don’t know how you keep doing it.”

Zhou gave her a smile, and her hand gripped Sophia’s breast, sending a shock through her body. “I keep going because of this, and you. You need to buck the fuck up; you got this shit. Stop kicking your own feet out from under you.”

Lovely, just what Sophia wanted to hear. “Thanks.”

“I’m serious.” Zhou leaned closer. “When I met you, you were the most arrogant chick in the sector. Where’s that Sophia I fell in love with?”

Where was she? Where was the girl who was so certain that she was right that every rule in the book was breakable? The one that was certain of her superiority, because her genetics demanded that be true. Sophia was designed, built to be the perfect human, breaking every law in the book, but father had the money to do it, pay the fines, and escape prison. 

“I think she might have died on Kadesh.” Sophia voiced her final thought.

“Well, who the fuck do I love then, huh?” Zhou lay back on her pillow. “She’s alive, pig skin, inside of you. Gotta wake her up.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I still fucking love you.” Zhou sighed heavily before reaching over to touch the statue by the side of her bed and whisper. “You just need a bit of faith, pig skin.”

“Faith?” Sophia asked.

Zhou was already on her way, drifting back to the dream world. “Yeah,” she mumbled.

Then Zhou had passed back into the ether from which dreams are drawn, leaving Sophia to lie on her back, staring up at the cold bulkhead of Iron Shield station. Faith was for fools. Gods and goddesses were fictions formed for the foundation of society. They were built and constructed to explain observations without explanations.

What good could faith do for Sophia?
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Sophia

The bell came soon enough, rescuing Sophia from the endless attempt to find sleep out of sleeplessness. To the credit of all the soldiers involved, including Zhou, they were up and dressed in no time flat, reminding her of boot camp. While she lingered behind, she only did so by a small measure, and soon was dressed as well and ready to hit the proverbial street running. Even as she pulled on her dress down uniform, which was neat but clearly not the dress whites of the Coalition navy, she noticed her face in the mirror again. Her eyes looked old, or at least deep. Like there was something about them that was too far away to see, but there, nonetheless.

“Come on, pig skin, I want breakfast,” Zhou barked.

“Yeah, yeah, you want your meat paste again?” Sophia teased back as she tucked her dog tags into her shirt.

“It’s healthy.”

“It’s raw meat blended into a paste,” Sophia replied.

“And it’s healthy.”

“It’s raw meat.”

Zhou just rolled her blazing red eyes before Sophia joined her at the door. Geksheeshans were carnivores only, which was clear by their vast array of sharp teeth. They looked like they were almost human, but they were anything but. Hunters, by nature, Zhou didn’t struggle with PTSD the way humans did. Well, she would eventually, given enough stress, but the act of killing came naturally in a way that didn’t come to humans. Though Sophia was well versed in human history. Despite the Geksheeshan proclivity for violence, humans were better at it. At least when it came to war.

The two women stepped into the hallway, a dark and dingy one at that. Almost more cramped than Zhou’s room here on the station. Soldiers passed by. Some were shirtless, others dressed as if they were about to drop into combat. A few whistles followed them down the hall. Zhou replied with a middle finger.

“Suck it, Rodrigues.”

“Fucking heard you two last night. Sounded hot and heavy.” The human man laughed.

“At least I get pussy, more than you can say.” Zhou’s comment shut the soldier down like a bullet.

Soldiers were a different breed than the navy. Despite often serving together, thanks to the necessity of space and the requirements of fleets to transport soldiers, they had two very different mentalities. Sophia’s ship was run tight. Though that was partly her doing. Patterns were good. Kept things simple and freed up mental power for more urgent tasks. When people heard about Sophia’s fiancé, most of them assumed Zhou were as rigid as Sophia. Most were astonished by the vulgar main caliber battleship gun that her future wife really was.

“Lieutenant Commander,” came an unfortunate voice.

It was deep and condescending. A man she’d come to hate over the past year. Someone who’d questioned her before her crew and nearly started a mutiny on her ship. Jason Argos, her XO, and a parasite Sophia struggled to get rid of. Honestly, he might stop chasing her if she ignored him. Then again, that was terribly unprofessional.

“Yes, Lieutenant, Senior Grade.” Sophia and Zhou stopped.

“Another stop before breakfast. Can I eat him?” Zhou asked.

“Please.” She whispered the word, but her face flushed as she did so.

The dark-skinned man approached, his finely shaved goatee giving him an air of seniority that sent pangs of rage through Sophia. Even in his dress downs, he looked more captain material than she did. For whatever reason, that made things worse. He thought the same. In fact, Jason thought Sophia was utterly unqualified for the captain’s chair. A diagnosis Sophia agreed with at times. He saluted.

Sophia raised her hand to her brow. “At ease.”

He respected the rank. There was that, at least.

“Von’Triton wants to speak with you,” Jason said. “I wouldn’t dilly around, either. He didn’t seem like he had much time.”

No shit, they were in the middle of a war. Sophia shot Zhou an apologetic smile. The Geksheeshan just shrugged. She’d get to eat her meat slushy in peace.

“I’ll see you at the ball later,” Zhou said. “Where you can go suck up to a bunch of rich people for war bonds.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” Sophia would rather have breakfast–but such was the life.

The two kissed before parting ways. Von-Triton would undoubtedly be there to hand out another worthless assignment. Send the Evans to the middle of nowhere, to patrol absolutely nothing. Unfortunately, as she made her way through the station’s narrow grey corridors, she found Jason falling in stride. Clearly, there was something he wanted to say, and that was never good.

“Are you following me for a reason, XO, or has the Admiral asked for you too?”

Jason clasped his hands behind his back with military precision. “Permission to speak freely.”

Great. She could tell him to zip it. Though that probably wouldn’t earn her any favors. “What is it, Mr. Argos?”

“I think you should ask for reassignment, ma’am. The fleet needs every ship in the fight, and you are keeping the Evans down.”

How dare he. “Excuse me?”

“The Admiral only put you in command to keep you safe. You could accomplish that by asking for a transfer to a paper pushing job on Osoron.” Jason spoke this with such matter-of-fact in his tone that he almost seemed friendly.

Thing was, and it stung like hell, Jason might be right. This was all political play to make Sophia’s future career in said politics easier to attain: she would have commanded a ship in this war, and that would be a boon should she ever run for office. Something father would expect her to do. Of course, it was also important that Sophia survive to see this future. Thus, she could never actually do anything of value. Father was probably reeling after Kadesh, not that he bothered to check in with his daughter. His investment might be for naught. How terrible! Not that Sophia would know. Fucker had yet to send a message.

After a year of her almost dying.

Yep, that was Dad.

“I’ll take that under consideration. Dismissed.” Sophia would have rather decked him–but some semblance of composure should probably be kept.

“Please do,” Jason replied.

“Dismissed, Mr. Argos.” Sophia stopped mid-stride and glared at him. “That’s military for fuck off.”

Jason nodded, saluted, and did, in fact, fuck off.

There was a lot of truth in his words, and maybe she should ask for a transfer. Get to Orsorin and sit there, thinking about how Zhou might be dead, while she scanned intel data again. Just like she did at com 5. How much fun was that? Maybe that was exactly where she was meant to be, and that’s why command had been so catastrophic. Like every choice she made got beaten down and drowned by Jason.

Resuming her journey to the Admiral’s office, Sophia would find out soon enough if her fortunes were changing.
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John Pierce - Empire

He had them. 

John stepped down the corridor. Though perhaps calling it a corridor was generous. It was narrow, extremely narrow. Big enough for him, and one other person if they both made love to the wall while they passed each other. In short, his boat was just that, a boat. A drake Class destroyer. Two hundred meters long, and most of that was fuel, supplies and power cores. The cold grey walls were smooth, sleek, and glistened in the lighting that beamed down ferociously upon the deck. Not over six months ago he was a CAG aboard the Nagato at the Battle of Belarus, where they sent the poor Coalition running in fear. 

A moment passed as he remembered Lilly. His best friend, worst enemy and the best pilot to ever sit in a cockpit. The woman he found himself second best to, way too damn often. Yet, he won one battle. He was alive, not gunned down by some dumb shit terrorist. John shrugged heavily as he reached the door before him. Now, he had a ship all his own, with which he intended to reap righteous revenge. The Coalition was filled with two kinds of people: despots and fear mongers. Neither type of person was one he had any interest in letting live. 

He pulled the door open and stepped through into a room that offered about as much space as the hallway. His command crew looked back at him and saluted. 

“Lieutenant on deck!” barked a stunning woman standing at the navigation table. 

Shinu gave him a salute as the rest of the crew jostled about in the chairs, nearly welded to the consoles they served. 

“At ease before you break your heads open.” John waved as the door shut behind him. “I heard we have some infrareds trying to sneak past us.” 

Shinu nodded, tapping the navigation table. John’s augmented internal eye implant snapped to life, projecting an image above the table. Low res pictures, barely more than a few squares, drifted across the board. Frankly, if it was up to him, he’d have no idea what the hell that was: however, the ship’s computer had pegged it as a Class 5 bulk hull design. A ship the Coalition used to move large amounts of material between planets. In this case, weapons, food, medical supplies or whatever was going to keep their pathetic soldiers fighting on Arcadia. 

And since Aaron, a man John loved with all his heart, was down there, he had plenty of motivation to ensure this convoy of bulk carriers were well and truly scrap metal before they ever delivered their precious supplies. A smirk settled, as the computer plotted a bearing for the craft.. The simple truth was, John could use some good credit to his name. A fleet Admiral’s position was calling him, he could feel it, and there was no way to get there other than by proving competency. 

“All right, looks like we got ourselves a boat on its way to relieve our enemy. Would be a shame if we stopped it.” He gave his XO a wink. “Get our engines up, burn to the black. Put me within railgun shot of that convoy.”

“So, we will not be letting the Silent Reverie in on our plan?” Shinu asked, her dark black eyes giving him a chastising look. 

“We will once we’ve taken our own bite out of the pie,” John replied. “He’s further along their path, and I have no desire to get Eskild involved, Sub-lieutenant.”

She nodded. “Not my place to ask, sir.”

“No.” John gave her another severe grin “But you are a good soldier for asking. Now why aren’t we pulling Gs?”

“Sir, yes sir,” came the helm. “Burning up to the black.” 

The ship hummed to life as if a noble beast roared within its hulls. Easing down into the chair at the front of the room, John braced himself as an alarm blared. 

“All hands, set Condition Bravo throughout the ship.” Shinu said, tapping her ear as her voice boomed through the vessel. 

They had sixty seconds. John would like it to be shorter before the ship fired its engines. His command crew strapped themselves into their seats, though John neglected his own. He knew what burning to the black meant. They’d pull only one G if that. It would be like standing on a ramp. Besides, it was good for the crew to see their captain fearless. It instilled all those lovely emotions that were useful when everyone’s life was on the line. 

“Ship reports secure,” came the operations officer. 

“By all means, then,” John said. “Punch it.”

The drive went from a hum to a crackling roar as plasma rushed out of the funnel. The force pushed John back against his seat, but not terribly so. This wasn’t an emergency burn. The yellow lights hummed around him, giving Condition Bravo a more surreal feeling than it actually was. It just meant to prepare for high-speed maneuvers, and this was hardly high speed. Though one could make the argument that a ship like his, the Pride of Kurita was dangerous enough at low Gs, with all the small spaces and short hallways. Burn unprepared and a hallway could turn into your own tunnel of death. Artificial gravity was great, but it maxed out at around point five Gs. Even the big Capital ships couldn’t pull more than point seven using their Higgs field amplifiers. 

So, one G acceleration could easily send someone tumbling to their death. 

The maneuver gave John plenty of time to consider life, the universe, and Aaron. Aaron Strand. Lilly’s brother, John’s boyfriend, and STAT bad ass. John smiled. The oddest conquest he ever undertook. God, how he hated Aaron when they first met. He’d loved his sister, too. Never would he tell Aaron that, or anyone else. That was a romance that never would be. Though after this war was over, he looked forward to coming home from patrol to some farm somewhere. A place Aaron would work the land, and John would fly the ships. 

It was a nice dream future. 

But first the Coalition had to be pummeled into oblivion and so that was his current mission. 

“Extreme range for railgun achieved,” came helm. 

“Ease off thrust and set us perpendicular,” John barked. “Get me a firing solution and tell the torpedo rooms to load tubes one through four. Find me the closest three targets, and let’s get to work. Order of tubes is one, two, three, four. Four seconds on intervals.”

Shinu tabbed her ear again. “Ready tubes one through four.”

“Skipper, computer has a bearing on three of the ten targets,” the weapons officer said. 

“Destroyer, destroyer, bearing 317, 20 bubble, just detected,” the sensory officer barked. 

John’s heart thundered. So, they were escorting their convoys now. “Get me classification.”

“Atalante class, trajectory does not seem to show they’ve noticed us,” came the reply. 

One of the Coalition’s mighty Atalante. Destroyers built for a war two centuries earlier. A good ship to be sure, good for what it wanted to do, and that meant killing it would be an additional accomplishment. Nice. John felt fear form into excitement as he looked at the projection before him, rendered in his ocular implant. It was time to toast some boats.

“Please shift targets and make sure that destroyer gets a face full of nuclear fire,” John said. “Last thing we need is it chasing us once its charges turn into dust.”

“Perhaps now we should speak with Eskild,” Shinu suggested. 

“And get told to back off? Please forgive me for forgoing pleasantries.” John leaned forward. “Do we have a firing solution?”

“Yeah, skip, we do,” the weapons officer said. 

“Then send the data down to the torpedo room and tell them to make all tubes ready in all respects,” John ordered with a smile, as Shinu repeated his demands over the one MC. 

He was good. He knew he was good. And the Coalition was about to find that out. He’d snuck up on them, and planned to burn them down, and their fleet would scratch their heads wondering how the Empire did it. How he did it. The thought tingled, like a fire preparing to start. The beginnings of a boil that would propel him forward. Ever forward. Just like his father. Just like himself. Just like Lilly. 

“Torpedo room reports green on targeting data,” said the young pale boy at the com station. 

John locked eyes with the destroyer, as if her captain might know he was there. The worst part about space combat was that the enemy never knew who won. It was all over such a great distance, and so impersonal. Aaron would say that was a good thing. That taking a life was one of the most horrifying experiences of the war. John disagreed. It was losing those you cared so much about that was so terrible. The enemy was just a thing. A homogonous blob requiring destruction. 

“Tube one through four ready in all respects,” came the com officer, his red hair bouncing on his brow. 

“Burn them down,” John ordered. 

“Fire,” Shinu replied. 

As the weapons slid from their housing, the vessel groaned. The whole ship ground against their sudden release. The weapons devised for Phantom Protocol. The weapons proposed to punish the unwary. 

Since the dawn of ancient history, the deadliest form of ship-to-ship warfare has been the torpedo. 

His weapons. The question was, did he take his rail gun and open fire once the destroyer was toast? He’d have to wait and see and weigh the odds as they presented themselves then. For all the might his ship possessed, there may very well be a second destroyer escorting. Even though the Atalante was nowhere near as quiet as his ship, they were hard enough to detect that at this range, he might have a second to contend with. 

“Torpedoes have actuated their Alcubierre rings,” the weapons officer said. “Target impact in seven.”

John’s fingers tightened around his chair’s arm as he watched the little red dots approach the convoy. This was it. The power of his purpose in action. Boy, was Eskild going to chew his head off, but what the hell? Better to ask forgiveness and all that. 

Six. 

It would be a few seconds before they saw the flash of the nukes. Big nukes. So big they were absolutely banned from being used against targets on planets. Unless ordered by a prince, of course. Certainly ended the battle of Kadesh fast enough. 

Five. 

Four. 

“Bring us to one-eighty current, bubble negative five,” John barked. 

Three. 

“Aye sir,” helm replied. 

Two. 

He would burn away if a second destroyer presented itself. 

The depth of endless midnight gave way to a series of glimmering slivers that dotted the endless expanse. The ships engines glowed a deep blue, propelling them forward, cautiously watching every piece of space they could. The most dangerous trip between any star system was the chosen Lagrange point and the final destination. The quiet acceptance of the risk seemed to show in their defiant path through the void, guarded by the watchful eyes of not one, but two destroyers that flanked on either side of the convoy. 

Then, the first flash of light erupted through space. A ball of blue fire expanded through the black, engulfing the first destroyer. The ship’s shield burned with defiant greens, purples, and blues, outlining the vessel’s shape against the black. But as quickly as the shield appeared, the metal boiled and melted like wax caught in a butyllithium flame. 

A second ball of fire consumed another ship, and a third and a fourth. The fleet broke, their engines igniting from small glowing lights to huge trails of flame as they tried to escape the inevitable death that threatened them. As the mini nova expanded into silence, they left in their wake nothing but twisting debris, tumbling endlessly through the night. 

“All four torpedoes made contact,” Shinu said, her black Goration eyes meeting his. “Four kills, including the destroyer. Hit her broadside on. She never stood a chance.”

John leaned back in his chair and watched the display jitter and dance with inaccuracy as the waves of highly charged particles scattered their sensors. It was a victory. Perhaps there would be an opportunity to get another kill if he dogged the fleet for a little while. Terror was a powerful tool in war. He learned that on Belarus. Minutes passed as the screen flickered and sputtered. He needed to know whether he should stay or go. 

“We have a contact coming our way,” sensory called from her position to John’s left. “Atalante destroyer. There was a second.”

“Well, shit,” Shinu grunted. “Guess that brings this party to a close.”

Yes, it did. “Burn us up to the black. Get us out of here. Nice and quiet.”

“Aye aye,” helm replied. 

Once again, the alarm blared as the ship went to condition Bravo, and the vessel churned into motion, thrusting John back against his command seat. The destroyer was too easy to see. Who knew what their black rating was, but the amount of infrared that ship put out as it jutted off at an odd angle might as well make it a battleship from the Empire. For all the advanced guns and shields of the Coalition, they lacked stealth, ferociously. 

“Sir, tango’s trajectory takes them away from us,” sensory added. 

“Understood. Maintain burn for ten minutes, then roll to total dark,” John ordered. “Meanwhile, tell our dear sister ships there is a herd headed their way. Hopefully, they have the gall to finish it before it reaches Arcadia.”

“Yes, sir.” Shinu smiled. “What should I tell Eskild about no contact?”

John shrugged. “My job is to screw with Coalition shipping. Unless I terribly misunderstood, that is what I have done.”

A chuckle later, and she was on the horn to their flag officer–but John had cut the Coalition down a notch, and he would continue to do just that. 

After all, that’s why he took this post.
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Chapter Four
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Sophia

The first thing that struck Sophia about the Admiral’s office was the thing that had drawn her attention all the way back to Arcadia, before it became a battleground. The deep scent of Dündar Sweets. A blatantly sophisticated smell that spoke of importance and culture with every trail of seeping smoke. It was the perfume of power when Sophia was growing up. A scent she’d grown to respect, as it always meant the consequences of misbehaving were even more severe. The Admiral’s office, though, had degraded since she last met the leader, single-handedly slowing down the Imperial advance. Where once there was a pristine order to every square inch of Von-Triton’s office, there was now quite the opposite. The desk was covered with papers, data chips, palm-coms and more. A table sat in the corner, glinting with a thousand dots. Some were blue, some were red. At the back of the room, obscured by a gentle haze of smoke that the atmospheric processors hadn’t snatched from the air just yet, was a screen. There the system of Arcadia was displayed, with red marking Imperial held territory and blue marking Coalition held territory. 

There was a great deal of red. 

In fact, the red was so consumptive of the entire region that Sophia thought the battle already lost. It was a dark reminder of how useless she was on her ship. Not just because the Evans was a small craft to begin with, but that she was never sent to any place that actually needed her. That old quid pro quo father played. Of course, she assumed it was father pulling those strings. Couldn’t bear risking all the money he invested in her. 

The impact of the image had held Sophia so firm, as she gazed around the office, that Von’Triton himself went unnoticed. Until the massive frame of the man jostled behind the desk, retracting himself from the fathoms of some unseen document. The man’s grey hair was a jumble, his eyes were sunken and tired, and his aged wrinkles had grown in the last nine months. He wasn’t just old; he looked it. A man who’d served the Coalition for nigh on a century looked across his desk at Sophia and blinked for a moment. There was a ruggedness to the Admiral, even in his uniform. His stark white jacket, adorned with a myriad of awards, linked by a long blue chain that connected his shoulder to his adjacent hip, like a metallic sash. 

“Ah, Sophia,” he said, his deep voice intense and powerful like the fleet he commanded.

“Admiral.” Sophia snapped to attention. 

Her dress down uniform seemed woefully out of place, and her bare arms stung with the cold air around them, as if to remind her she was not dressed to be in the presence of a fleet Admiral. Regardless, she held her salute, defiant. She was called away off duty. It was only natural that she might not appear in her dress whites. 

“At ease.” The Admiral waved as he stood up, then saluted. 

Sophia responded, clasping her hands behind her back, and watching the Admiral turn from his desk, and straighten himself. If a body could creak like metal, the way he moved would probably sound like her ship at six Gs, with the old struts groaning under the magnitude of weight it was suddenly asked to withstand. 

“You called for me?” Sophia prompted. 

He grunted. “I am not so old as to have forgotten myself just yet. No, I have your next assignment.”

So the fleet Admiral was going to give it to Sophia himself. Because why? Because a paper trail of him protecting her wouldn’t exist. Was that it? Damn it, father. The war would not cease to be without action, and there was a conspiracy to keep her out of the fighting. Not that she wanted to fight, but she was so damn tired of being useless. 

“A more productive assignment than last times.” They had successfully spotted a comet, and possibly found a metal rich asteroid. 

Fantastic stuff. Was going to defeat the Empire tomorrow. 

“All your assignments are productive,” he said. “I use every ship I have.”

Save for hers. 

The Admiral tapped the table and brought up a three-dimensional fabrication of the Arcadia system and pointed to Olympus. A Hot Jupiter that burned at the center of the system, whisking around the large F-type main sequence star in a whopping forty-eight-hour year. 

“We need eyes here, and the Evans will provide those eyes. Keep a portal in orbit of Olympus. Be aware there is a colony in the upper atmosphere that still belongs to the Coalition, and its refueling potential is not to be underestimated. The Empire may try to seize it.” He tapped the gas giant to emphasize his point. 

“It’s a hot Jupiter. The planet’s atmosphere is far too hot to draw any kind of serious material from.” Sophia was not a fool. If it was a viable target for the Empire, it would be theirs by now. “It could no more fuel a ship than an Ice Giant. Send me somewhere that matters.” 

Von’Triton was not amused. His eyes met hers in a sinister glare. He knew she knew, and he knew it didn’t matter. Of course, it didn’t matter. Sophia was just a soldier in a war. She’d tried to stop this whole thing. She had the proof over a year ago. The Coalition could have been ready, given them a fight at Kadesh, but she was ignored as a stupid, spoiled brat who wanted attention, or a junior good-for-nothing data analyst who didn’t know any better. Look where the fuck that had ended up. 

“Your request is noted,” Von’Triton said. “I feel that we have nothing more to discuss. Dismissed.”

Oh no. The Admirals weren’t just shoving her aside. “I want an actual assignment.”

He made his way back to his desk. “You have one.”

“What’s there to gain, Admiral, by keeping a ship out of the fight?” Sophia scolded. “To keep me safe? To keep me away from the front? Because why, dad told you to. I know you're his friend, and by the Tree, I don’t know why. My ship is solid, and my crew is itching to make a difference. Give me a chance to.” 

“Do not be so arrogant as to believe that my decisions take into consideration who you are.” His voice was raised and boomed like the thunder of a gun. “I make my decisions based on the tactical value that each captain and each ship possess.”

Tactical value? He meant Sophia wasn’t a good captain. Maybe father had only a peripheral role in all this. Maybe it was Von’Triton who got her the command, and he knew she wasn’t ready. Which would make Argos right. Her heart thundered, and her cheeks flushed as she snapped to attention at the Admiral’s outburst. It was like her to buck up against authority. How she made it through boot camp was surely a miracle–she got a lot of nasty jobs at boot. Yet here she stepped over the line again. 

Again. 

“Sorry, sir.” Sophia shouted the words.

“Dismissed.” Von’Triton waved at the door. “This time I mean it.”

Sophia saluted, turned, and marched out of the office. Once past the main control hub, war room, and management offices, Sophia leaned against the outermost wall, and let a breath go she didn’t know she was holding. Jason had been right. Sophia was not ready for the CIC. Maybe she’d never be, and the Admiral knew it. So she was here, on the fringe of a war she could never help win. For all her genetic engineering, no one had faith. Maybe because it didn’t matter. 

Maybe because she was just a cog in a gigantic wheel and she wasn’t a very good one. Other cogs had the bear the weight of her inadequacy, and that made her sick. For all her awards, what was she really? A joke? A laughingstock? A pile of regret and shame. Her entire career in the military was a fake, a ploy that was built by her father to set her up for some political career she never, ever even wanted. Her fist balled, her knuckles seized and wrath burned as she stared up at the cold grey roof of the station, lined with tubes and wires leading every which way. 

That old familiar feeling welled up within her yet again, a reminder that she was a custom designed piece of genetic engineering. Illegal perhaps, but regardless a thing whose life had been plotted and planned from the time her genetic structure was being stitched together beneath a microscope. 

Sophia needed to see Zhou–if she wasn’t doing her thing, actually being a part of this tree forsaken war. 

At least Zhou loved her. 

Something father never did. 

Pushing herself back up into a standing position, Sophia began her trudge down the corridor, headed to the station edge, where Zhou’s favorite café was, staring down into the docking ring of Iron Shield. It was quite the sight, honestly, to see ships down on the station, coming and going. It was therapeutic. Reminded her who she was, really. Because strip away her father, herself, her love, and she was a mariner now. Even at com 5, she knew ships inside and out. That’s why she could identify every single ship in the picture she saw. To know it wasn’t just an escort fleet. Ships were her life even then. 

She’d make an excellent captain one day. If she had faith in anything, it was that. Whatever was standing in her way, whatever difficulty she faced, she’d push it aside and rise past it. It had to be that simple. Everything was that simple. Everything could be figured out, puzzled through, deconstructed to its base components and rectified. 

Sophia Trotsky could be everything that Von-Triton doubted.

That Jason doubted. 

Hell, maybe her entire crew doubted.

She’d prove them wrong. 
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Chapter Five
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The door opened, and a beautiful scent crashed against her senses. Unlike the high-brow cigar smoke, this was fun, playful country style food. The smell of a rugged place out on the highway between cities. Comfort could be found, at the very least, in the greasy short order food that graced the plates and the air with its sizzling sensations. The minute Sophia stepped inside, she scanned the room for Zhou, but she and her meat slushy were long gone now–probably out showing off to all the recruits unlucky enough to get sent to this front.

Well, breakfast alone, then. 

Thanks, Admiral. 

For a man who was single-handedly holding back the Imperial advance, he seemed to do a lot of holding her back, too. Shrugging, she tried to forget the worries of the world and indulge in some delicious food, terrible for the body but good for the soul. The thing one got after getting dressed down by the commander of the second fleet. Easing into her and Zhou’s favorite booth over the past few days, Sophia looked out the window.

It wasn’t so much a down, or an up, as it was everywhere. The docks beyond the window were above her, to the side, below, far and wide, with one immense chasm in the middle. A highway of vehicles traveled in a circle around a ring that tied every dock together. Like little ants, the vehicles broke off and connected with one ship or another, bringing supplies before they launched. The station spun in the depths of space, giving the illusion of gravity. While artificial Higgs field augmentation was a means of creating gravity, it was expensive–so stations didn’t use it. Here the spin was most notable, especially when one saw a massive four hundred-thousand-ton warship land above you – upside down.

“Hey there.” Her thoughts were broken by the arrival of the server. “Care for coffee?”

“Please.” Sophia upturned her cup that had been neatly waiting before her.

The lady leaned over and held out the boiling cup of coffee, though she aimed it a good arm’s length to the left of Sophia’s cup. This was always fun to watch on stations like these. As the liquid spilled from the coffee pot, it did so at a slant, pouring right into Sophia’s cup without issue. 

“What else can I get you?” she asked. 

“Bacon, eggs, toast.” Sophia smiled. “The basics.” 

Also, perfection. 

“You got it.” The server, whose name Sophia never bothered to learn, and probably should have, whisked away to fulfill her desires. 

It was worse knowing she was a civilian. For months now, the Agyian quartet was under evacuation, yet some people never left, and Iron Shield was no exception. People here went about their lives, living the way they always had, as the Coalition lost ground every day. It was only a matter of time before Imperial boots stomped through these halls, and people like the server didn’t seem to care. Or perhaps, even worse, they had some fallacy that a major victory was just over the horizon. Coming any second now. You know, just in time for them. Hadn’t been enough for trillions of other people, but they were different. 

It was arrogant and sad all at once. 

Returning to staring at the big ships meandering through the tiny slit several kilometers away that allowed access to the docking ring, Sophia settled in for breakfast in what she hoped to be a calming and pleasant part of her bad day. Between her XO’s bull and Von’Triton’s complete lack of faith, today was feeling like that day on Kadesh when all hell broke loose. Damn it to hell. Sophia was a super-genius. That had to count for something. It wasn’t like she was good with people, but tactics came easily to her. Sure, she could be a dumbass sometimes, but that was true of everyone. 

In other news, the Valkyron Union has declined entrance into the Coalition’s war, in direct violation as to the defensive alliance they signed nearly one hundred and twenty years ago. The Praetor of the Union stated that monetary aid and supplies would still be passed to the Coalition. However, the Union was not willing to challenge the Alliance to a military confrontation. 

That decision was expected–not that the Valkyron Union could do much, and to spark the Geksheeshan’s entrance into this war would doom both nations. Sophia let out a sigh. Another no-win scenario. Life seemed full of those. Gripping the warm mug, she alleviated some of her sleepiness with a sip of coffee.

Director Ellen Cross was confronted at a press conference today, by reporters for the Morning Star. 

Director Cross, they have levied allegations against you of mismanagement of diplomacy. You humiliated Corvus Campbell and drove the Empire into desperation. Do you have a statement? 

It was a good question. Sophia perked her ears up. What would her Commander-in-Chief have to say about that? 

Only to say that you cannot mismanage diplomacy with a fascistic empire bent on genocide. Cross’s tone was determined and dismissive. 

Director, can you offer an example of genocidal acts by the Empire? The reporter requested. And are you aware the Empire considers themselves socialist? Wouldn’t that align them with your party? 

The Coalition Labor Socialist Party, that would. 

However, the Director switched to a new question, clearly fed up with Morning Star. Sophia leaned back and sipped more on her coffee. They bred this war from that woman’s extreme stupidity. That was clear a year ago, and her mismanagement of the war was clearer even now. Unfortunately, she was incredibly popular, and even the strife of the war had failed to shatter the pedestal on which she stood.

“Yeah, fuck you.” Sophia raised her middle finger to the screen for a moment. “Can’t even answer a simple damn question.” 

Returning to her drink, Sophia prepared to wallow the next forty minutes away in grease, coffee, and the hum of the docks beyond the window, when a shadow passed over her. A big, burly shadow, cast by a big burly man, wearing a red jacket, some kind of cargo shorts, and a sneer on his overweight face that made him look almost comical with his unkempt, dyed-blue hair. 

“What you say about the Director?” he snapped. “Your Commander-in-Chief. Leader of the greatest nation in the Galaxy.”

A second, equally repulsive comrade backed this mighty guy up against one short, blond-haired girl, sitting down with a cup of coffee. Truly a threat. 

“I said, fuck you.” Sophia met the man’s gaze. “I meant it too. Now, if you’ll please leave me alone, your stench is disturbing my brooding.” 

He didn’t smell all that bad, but took the insult a little too well. Instead of leaving, the man leaned forward and slammed his hands on the table. Sophia’s heart thudded in her chest. She would not win a fistfight with these too, no matter how much she might wish she could. The man growled and leaned closer. 

“Take that back,” he snapped. 

“Yeah.” His friend pumped his head in approval. 

“All right, allow me to rephrase.” Sophia leaned forward. “I have had friends die because of your beloved Commander-in-Chiefs’ complete stupidity, incompetence, and idiocy. I will probably have more friends die. So you, everyone who voted for her, and the woman herself, can go to fucking hell.” 

The man glowered and swiped his hand. Sophia's coffee got caught in the middle, and scalding hot liquid splattered all over her. That was one way to wake the fuck up. The boiling sensation screamed through her skin and dripped down into her gut, where it became absolute rage. As the liquid cooled on her damp clothes, she stood, pushing the table forward, and met the man’s horrible face with a glower of her own. People died because of Ellen’s incompetence as a leader, and this sick fuck voted for her. Her fury burned. He was as much responsible for Sam’s death as anyone. It was like that man killed him. Like that man sent her best friend to the grave. Sophia punched. 
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