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 Chapter 1:  War Without Victors 
 
    Admiral James Tarr rose slowly from his seat at the head of the conference table and stood to his not inconsiderable, full height. Allowing his hands to rest lightly on the table top, he gazed at the faces of the assembled Joint Chiefs of Staff, wondering how many times he’d assumed this pose at the meetings he’d chaired over the years. As often as not they were meetings of the mundane – logistical reports, training schedules or production estimates. On occasion there might have been news of a victory somewhere, though of late it was generally news of a defeat, another reverse in the Alliance’s fortunes of war. Tarr brushed his fingers gently over the polished oak as he began his final address. 
 
    “Gentlemen, it is with a heavy heart that I must inform you of my decision to step down as commander in chief. In the light of the most recent reverses, and in particular the failure of Operation Zealous, I feel I have no other recourse but to relinquish command.” 
 
    He raised his hand for silence as one of the officers around the table began to voice his objections. “It is time to leave. I spoke this morning with the First Minister who agreed to accept my resignation, effective immediately. The decision is final, gentlemen. May I take the opportunity of thanking you for your unfailing loyalty and support during my tenure, a measure of which I trust you will transfer unconditionally to my successor.” He paused to look at each officer in turn. “Good day to you, gentlemen. Good luck to you all.” 
 
    Three of the officers sat in stunned silence as Tarr left the room without a backwards glance. A fourth looked on in sadness more than surprise. A four star general, he had, in one capacity or another, served under Tarr for fifteen years. And now, thanks to the Admiral’s patronage, he was about to receive a fifth star and succeed him as Commander in Chief, Alliance Defense Forces. 
 
    General Jonathon Torrance watched as Tarr gently closed the tall, oak doors behind him. The admiral had led the Alliance for ten long years and like so many commanders before him, he’d experienced both the rush of victory and the bitter taste of defeat. It was a taste that was still fresh in his mouth. In everyone’s mouth. Operation Zealous hadn’t just been a failure – it had been a disaster. 
 
    Intelligence had revealed that the Combine had begun construction of several forward bases adjacent to the border with Alliance space, any of which could be used to launch an incursion into Alliance territory. With the ability to resupply, a successful incursion could quickly become a major invasion. Those bases had to go – it was that simple. 
 
    Admiral Tarr had approved a plan to send a force of cruisers and fast attack craft to assault the bases. Relying on speed and surprise, they would hit hard, hit fast and then withdraw, the destroyers taking out the defenses and the cruisers pummeling the base facilities. 
 
    “Get in and out quickly,” were Tarr’s instructions. “Keep the enemy at arm’s length and do not get into a bar fight.” 
 
    Two light carriers, ten cruisers and thirty six smaller vessels assembled at Latona Base, two light years inside the border. They fuelled and muntioned under the tightest security and set out for Combine space under the command of Rear Admiral Finch, one of the Alliance’s best fighting admirals. 
 
    They were never heard from again. According to intelligence reports, the force had been ambushed by a superior fleet almost as soon as it entered Combine territory. As Admiral Finch began arranging his units into attack formation, a Combine battle group had dropped out of hyperspace directly in front of them. With two divisions of battle cruisers, a squadron of fighter carriers and dozens of escort vessels, the Combine force enveloped Finch’s squadrons even before they had the chance to withdraw. 
 
    None escaped. Some ships were lost with all hands, others were disabled and forced to surrender, their crews taken into captivity. For the Alliance, the simple arithmetic was that forty eight ships and twelve thousand good men and women had been lost in an afternoon. When told of the news, Admiral Tarr simply nodded and retreated to his office, his face a mask. On the outside he remained as resolute as ever but Torrance knew that the news had devastated the old admiral. Loved by his men and peers alike, it was a feeling that he reciprocated in full. 
 
    For twenty years Tarr had fought in the vanguard, first as an ensign and then rising through the ranks to become a commodore; always in the firing line, always leading from the front. Promotion to rear admiral had meant trading the bridge of a battle-cruiser for a desk, a poor bargain for a fighting sailor. A bargain that meant leading from the rear, sending young men and women out on missions from which they might never return while you stayed behind in safety, drinking port in the Officers’ Club before retiring to a comfortable bed with crisp, clean sheets. 
 
    How long could you go on sending the young out to die? How long was too long? How many young men and women were too many? Torrance didn’t know, but Tarr did. Finally, he knew, the twelve thousand letters of condolences, at once too terrible to contemplate, deciding the matter for him. Mind made up he took Torrance aside and told him of his decision. He also informed him of his intention to recommend him to the War Council as his successor. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    The conflict between the Alliance and the Combine was an old one, reaching back over decades. The one hundred ninety three colonies scattered over dozens of light years at the outer reaches of the Orion spiral arm had, over the years, coalesced into three distinct groups: The Southern Alliance, located at the tip, or southern end of the arm, The Combined Worlds which lay in the center and The Northern Territories, situated still further along the arm. Originally, the split had come about through practical considerations rather than through ideological or religious differences. The distances involved were just too great for all the colonies to be governed efficiently by one central administration. However, once the split had been made, there occurred a natural divergence in cultural, political and social philosophy. 
 
    For decades the camps had lived in harmony but like so many wars before, hostilities began with a small, local dispute on the border. Perhaps by accident, perhaps by design; who could say? The root causes of the conflict were still a subject for debate; a perceived insult, a disagreement over mineral resources, a wrangle over who owned this or that particular lifeless rock, inflated import taxes, whatever. 
 
    The other great debate was how – once hostilities had opened – the combatants had managed to divest themselves of their humanity so hastily and irrevocably. For what was absolutely certain was that the opening exchanges had been so brutal as to shock the senses, and that the savagery had only increased with every subsequent encounter. 
 
    In years to come, many would say that the initial incident could and should have been resolved by diplomacy, but with neither side prepared to compromise, a few warning shots off someone’s bow had somehow escalated into a regional conflict. At one point a ceasefire was agreed upon but just as quickly broken – each side accusing the other of firing the first shots. By that time, both sides had mobilized all their available forces; the shackles were cast aside and so began a full blown war of attrition. With neither side able to gain the upper hand, each had retreated to lick their wounds and build up their forces in preparation for the next campaign… and then the next one… and the one after that. 
 
    Some thirty years later, only the most senior crewmembers could recall a time without war. At fifty three years of age, Torrance could remember; he could remember the long summer days in his final year at college, studying hard for the final exams which, said his tutors, would decide his future. Then the war had come along and he’d found his future decided for him. He took solace in the fact that at least he’d lived long enough to enjoy some kind of future. Along with the fighting, killing and mourning, he’d also found time to fall in love, marry and raise children, which was more than could be said for many of his contemporaries. 
 
    On the wall of his office was a photograph of his passing out parade at War College; forty fresh, young faces, twenty men and twenty women, all standing proudly to attention in full dress uniform, their insignia shining brightly on their epaulettes. Torrance sometimes studied the faces on the photograph. Most proud, a few apprehensive and one or two – his own included – almost devoid of expression. 
 
    Almost a third of those faces were now gone. Some shattered by missile strikes or incinerated by proton beams. Others, the life sucked out of them by the vacuum of space. Some had never even made it off the surface, killed by aerial bombardment in the first days of the conflict. And of those still alive, almost all had suffered some kind of family loss – a father, sister or brother. War without end. 
 
    Torrance was reminded of the words spoken by a statesman centuries before. As his nation teetered on the brink of war, he’d asked how one army of several million combatants could possibly defeat another army of several million, especially considering the bewildering array of firepower they had at their disposal. It would be the most devastating kind of war, he claimed, a war without victors. And so it came to pass.  
 
    Torrance was faced with a similar dilemma, except that his battle was being fought over light years of space rather than a few hundred yards of mud filled, rat infested trenches, the iron and shot replaced by far more formidable weapons – particle beams, anti-matter mines and nuclear tipped missiles – so mighty to behold and so terrible to contemplate they would have caused the long dead statesman to shudder in his grave. 
 
    But for the present, Torrance had his own statesmen to contend with. With the fifth star on his collar just hours old, he gazed through the window of his shuttlecraft as it descended through the cloud layer and began its final approach to Loyola Field, the air base on the outskirts of the Alliance capital of Tycho City. His aide, Major Seagers, was busy arranging the documents he’d need for his upcoming meeting with the Alliance War Council. A veteran of twenty five years – many of them spent serving alongside Torrance – Seagers’ active career had been cut short by an inopportune meeting with a frag grenade. Had his injuries not taken him out of the front line prematurely, he might well have made general himself by now, but with his fighting days over, he’d spent the subsequent years perusing documents with his one good eye and moving them around with his one good arm. But if the war had taken its toll on his body, his sound judgment and steely determination remained. For those reasons alone, he had long since earned Torrance’s trust and respect, which is precisely why he’d been chosen for his present tour of duty. And apart from the fact that he in any case cut an imposing figure, his visage would serve to remind the politicians of the realities of war. The black eye-patch and battle scarred face spoke far more eloquently than a page of statistics could ever do. 
 
    Seagers ceased his paper shuffling and passed the file over to Torrance. “I’ve arranged everything as you requested. On top is a breakdown of the forces currently at our disposal – front line and reserve – complete with all the relevant readiness reports. That’s followed by the latest estimates of present Combine assets and their own operational status. After that there is a breakdown of projected losses assuming that present trends continue, and finally, the projected production estimates for both us and the Combine.” 
 
    Torrance took the proffered file and ran his eyes down the lists and tables before him. They were figures he knew well enough and reading them again was unlikely to make them any better. 
 
    “Not exactly cheerful reading, is it?” ventured Seagers. 
 
    “It could be better,” said Torrance. “But it is what it is. We just have to tailor our strategy accordingly. I doubt that this war is likely to end anytime soon.” 
 
    “Then let’s just hope the War Council doesn’t request your recommendations for bringing it to speedy conclusion.” 
 
    “The only way I can foresee achieving that particular aim would be to surrender,” said Torrance with a grunt. 
 
    “Hardly a popular choice.” 
 
    “Either that or gamble everything on a throw of a dice and hurl all our forces in a desperate lunge at the enemy’s capital, an offensive which would guarantee my place in the history books, but I imagine for all of the wrong reasons.” 
 
    “How not to lose the war in an afternoon…” 
 
    “Something like that,” said Torrance as the shuttle neared touchdown. The escort – a pair of Ares fighters – peeled off to starboard and hurtled skywards once more. It was more for show than anything else; if the enemy ever got this close, the war was as good as lost anyway. 
 
    The shuttle maneuvered neatly to its designated landing spot and touched down with the barest of jolts. By the time the doors had opened, Torrance had donned his jacket, set his hat straight on his head and was already making for the exit, Seagers in tow. 
 
    “I think I could get used to this,” said Seagers as they reached the door. Lined up on the concrete pad outside was a squad of marines in full dress uniform, all standing rigidly to attention. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” said Torrance. “This is one part of the job I could well do without.” 
 
    “With respect, General, it’s the price you pay for being promoted. And my, don’t they look the part. Proud and tall, one and all,” said Seagers as he and Torrance descended the shuttle’s steps. Torrance stopped to salute the guard and then paused to look the ranks up and down. With a nod of approval he turned and entered the waiting car, settling himself down on the rear seat. Once the car had moved off he allowed a small grunt to escape his lips. 
 
    “Anything the matter, sir?” asked Seagers. 
 
    “Is it just me, or are they getting younger all the time?” 
 
    “No younger than you or I when we first joined the ranks. It’s true that we’re asking a lot of young men and women to grow up very quickly, but we’re not asking them to do anything we haven’t done ourselves. And did you see the expressions on their faces, sir? It was pride. Pride in the uniform, pride in who and what they are, and – if I’m not mistaken,” he said lightly, “pride at being the guard of honor for the man who’s going to win us the war.” 
 
    Win the war… three small words so easy to say but in the meeting that was soon to follow, the members of the War Council were going to be asking him precisely how he intended to achieve that aim. Torrance doubted very much if they’d like his answer. But he’d make his case; he’d offer them his honest appraisal of the situation, explain the possible courses of action, tell them of his intended course of action and then leave the politics up to them… and hope they’d have the courage to make the right choices. 
 
    The stark truth was that the Alliance was facing a very formidable enemy. The Combine was showing an ever increasing appetite for the war. They’d always been well led, with fine generals and well marshaled forces. Perhaps most importantly, they enjoyed widespread public support for a war which – for whatever reasons – was seen as a fundamentally righteous one. They fought hard and were prepared to take losses to achieve their objectives. In that respect at least they had earned Torrance’s grudging respect. 
 
    Meanwhile, a sense of gloom had of late descended on the Alliance government, and with it came apathy. It would require but a nudge to turn it into defeatism, a foe more dangerous than a fleet of enemy battle-cruisers and as destructive as any of the weapons in the Combine armory. Wars could be fought by the most valiant of soldiers but without the necessary political will, Torrance knew that there could be only one possible result – defeat. 
 
    He also knew that the best way to stop the rot and bolster morale was to provide a victory. A resounding triumph, one that would put a smile back on the faces of the public… and maybe a little much needed steel in the backbones of the politicians. A victory, any victory… but right now he’d settle for just stemming the tide and putting an end to the string of defeats. 
 
    Operation Zealous had been but the culmination of a series of reverses which started when the Combine had begun launching destructive raids into Alliance territory. Their objectives had been simple: destroy infrastructure – shipyards, industrial complexes, transport hubs, anything to hinder the Alliance war effort, anything to sap morale. A Combine assault force would suddenly appear – generally someplace an Alliance fleet wasn’t – make its attack swiftly and efficiently and then withdraw. By the time an Alliance fleet arrived on the scene, the invaders were usually long gone. It was like chasing shadows, and on the rare occasions when it wasn’t, the Combine fought a robust rearguard action as they retreated back to their own territory. Operation Zealous was intended to beat the enemy at his own game. Unfortunately, the enemy had just had more practice. 
 
    Lost in thought, Torrance barely noticed the passing of the city’s famous landmarks as his vehicle threaded its way through the congested thoroughfares of the Alliance capital. In no time at all, the car was being waved though a security checkpoint and directed to the underground parking area beneath Government House. Minutes later, Torrance and Seagers found themselves being escorted through a series of marbled corridors and through yet another security checkpoint before they were finally ushered into an ante-room leading to their ultimate destination – the lair of the War Council. 
 
    Inside the ante room, three men stood huddled in a group, heads bowed and deep in conversation. A fourth stood alone, back straight and head held high, a legacy of twenty years of military service. Soldier turned politician, the Defense Secretary immediately walked across to shake Torrance firmly by the hand. “Welcome, General, and congratulations on your promotion. It’s good to have you here.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. It’s a great honor.” 
 
    “You may wish to save the thanks for later, General, for I’m not sure if you know what you’ve let yourself in for. I fear your first battle will be a political one.” Torrance couldn’t help but notice that the Defense Secretary’s countenance was grim. 
 
    “How’s the mood?” 
 
    “Not good. As you might imagine, the First Minister is under severe pressure. Part of it is his own doing, of course, but he’s running out of support fast, and even some of his oldest allies are deserting him. It won’t take much to bring him down and if he goes, the whole damn government will likely collapse. And meanwhile, the vultures are circling. The First Minister badly needs to develop a coherent defense strategy that the other war council members – and the senate – will buy into. And that, General, is where you come in. For now, I give you fair warning that while you can count on my full support, you will find that not everyone in this room is entirely on your side.” He nodded his head in the general direction of the three men on the other side of the room. 
 
    “The Secretary of the Interior?” said Torrance. 
 
    “His reputation precedes him, I see.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s any secret that he’s opposed to the war.” 
 
    “Has been for years,” said Defense. “There’s nothing wrong with that in principle, and God knows, the quest for peace is an honorable one. The trouble is that some of his ideas are radical at best.” 
 
    “And at worst?” 
 
    “Downright dangerous.” 
 
    “How much support does he enjoy?” 
 
    “Until recently, very little, but it’s been growing steadily of late – perhaps understandably. He was only elevated to his present post to placate the growing peace movement but he’s been very, very adept at using his position to drum up extra support.” 
 
    “Among the other War Council members?” 
 
    “Difficult to say. The Armaments Secretary is a career politician and the longest serving member of the council. He’s a wily old fox but when the chips are down, I’ve never known him do anything but the right thing. As for the Secretary of the Treasury, who knows? I get the distinct impression that Interior keeps him in his pocket and only lets him out for a breath of fresh air when it serves his purpose.” 
 
    “Understood, Mr. Secretary,” he said. “Well, I’d say that the best thing to do is get to know the enemy. Perhaps I could trouble you to make the introductions.” 
 
    “It will be a pleasure,” said Defense, leading Torrance across the room. “General Torrance, may I present the Secretary of the Interior, the Secretary of Armaments and the Secretary of the Treasury.” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” said Torrance, offering his hand to each man in turn. 
 
    You could tell a great deal from a handshake. Armaments took the proffered hand and gave it a firm, almost militarily precise shake, accompanying it with a nod of the head. Respect. 
 
    Treasury gave Torrance’s hand the lightest of shakes, averting his eyes as he did so. Apprehension. 
 
    Interior looked Torrance squarely in the eye and gave the hand a firm, confident shake, head tilted slightly to the side and a half smile fixed upon his face. Condescension.  
 
    As Torrance weighed up his possible adversaries, a uniformed equerry arose from behind his desk. “The First Minister will see you now, gentlemen,” he said, opening up one of the large paneled doors set in the far wall. 
 
    Torrance, Seagers and the four secretaries made their way into the council room where the First Minister was waiting. Torrance studied the Alliance’s head of state as he rose from his seat at the center of an elegant, polished wood table. The man looked cowed, he thought. There were no other words to describe his expression. It figures. He has the weight of whole damned Alliance on his shoulders and of late there’s been precious little to help lighten the load. 
 
    The five man council took their seats along one side of the table with Torrance and Seagers seated directly opposite. 
 
    The First Minister gazed around and then cleared his throat, signifying that the meeting was now in session. “General Torrance,” he began, “On behalf of the War Council I’d like to congratulate you on your promotion. We are confident that we have chosen the right man to take up the torch carried for so long by your predecessor, Admiral Tarr. Our only regret is that that your elevation to Commander in Chief comes at such a difficult juncture. I’m sure we have our own thoughts but perhaps you could begin by giving us your appraisal of the current situation.” 
 
    “Thank you, First Minister,” said Torrance, pausing to look at each council member in turn. “First, let me say that I consider it an honor to be chosen to succeed Admiral Tarr as commander in chief of Alliance forces, and should like to remind everyone of the huge debt of gratitude we owe the admiral for leading the Alliance with distinction for so many years.” 
 
    “Hear, hear,” said Defense. The other members nodded their agreement. All save the Interior Secretary who pursed his lips, a caustic expression on his face. 
 
    That and the handshake tells me all I need to know about you, thought Torrance. “As for the present situation, I’m sure the members of this council will recognize that we face some very real challenges, and I will not attempt to play down the seriousness of our most recent reverses. However–” 
 
    “You refer to the Operation Zealous debacle,” said Interior, cutting Torrance off. 
 
    “Operation Zealous was a major reverse, sir, yes,” said Torrance carefully. “But it should be noted that–” 
 
    “Was Zealous an avoidable mistake?” asked Interior, interrupting Torrance for a second time. 
 
    “I’m not quite sure what you mean by an avoidable mistake, Mr. Secretary,” said Torrance. “Are you asking if the attack was necessary, or whether it was mismanaged either in its planning or execution?” 
 
    “Well, was it necessary?” 
 
    “From a strategic standpoint, absolutely,” said Torrance. 
 
    “But it cost us upwards of–” 
 
    “We are all well aware of the costs, Mr. Secretary,” said Torrance, cutting Interior off and playing him at his own game. “Launching the attack was the only viable option. Those bases – if and when they are completed – will pose a danger far greater than any we have faced for a decade.” 
 
    “And since we failed to destroy them, I presume the threat still remains,” said Interior pointedly. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Secretary, that is correct.” 
 
    “Are you saying that we are losing the war?” asked the First Minister. 
 
    “No, First Minister, I am not,” said Torrance. 
 
    “Then perhaps you’d have us believe we are winning?” asked Interior, an incredulous look on his face. 
 
    “The First Minister asked the general to give his appraisal of the situation,” said Defense coolly. “Perhaps we should do him the courtesy of allowing the general to finish.” 
 
    “As you wish,” said Interior diffidently. “Pray continue, General.”  
 
    “As a soldier, I tend to worry less about who is winning or losing and more about who has the initiative, for that is where wars are ultimately won or lost. We have lost the initiative, gentlemen – we need to take it back and take it back quickly. If we fail to react to the present threat – if we allow things continue without adjusting our strategy accordingly, then yes, I do indeed fear for the survival of the Alliance. We will indeed lose this war. 
 
    “The reality is that the dynamics of the whole front have changed. You all have a breakdown of the current forces available to us. Realistically, these forces are insufficient for us to mount any meaningful attack on the Combine, which includes any further attack on the bases which they are presently constructing on our borders. Bearing in mind that they will have had time to prepare for a new assault on their positions, any force we send out is likely to meet exactly the same fate that befell Admiral Finch’s squadrons. It would be a defeat which we can ill afford.” 
 
    “So where does that leave us, General?” asked the First Minister. 
 
    “It leaves us, sir, with some difficult decisions to make.” 
 
    “In what respect?” 
 
    “Of late, we have been losing assets more quickly than they can be replaced. Not only do we lack the forces to launch any kind of meaningful offensive, I do not believe we have sufficient forces at our disposal to hold the current line. Our strategic planning staff has explored every possible scenario. The battle simulations all point to a gradual degradation of our assets until we cease to become a coherent fighting force, probably within the next twelve to eighteen months.” 
 
    “That sounds very much like defeat to me,” said Treasury. 
 
    “If we continue with our present strategy it certainly would be,” replied Torrance. “However, I do not intend to allow that to happen. Major Seagers?” 
 
    Seagers opened his valise and withdrew a data chip, inserting it into the console before him. A moment later, a star map appeared on the screen fixed to the far wall. 
 
    “As you can see, gentlemen, the map gives a top down representation of the current strategic situation. There has always been a buffer zone – a no man’s land if you will – between our territory and that of the Combine. With the construction of Combine forward bases here, here and here,” he said, highlighting the locations with flashing red icons, “the buffer zone is reduced sufficiently to put our forward colonies of Oneida, Ebron and Haalikon within striking distance of superior Combine forces.” 
 
    Seagers then rotated the graphic on the screen to show a slice of space some distance to the rear of the Alliance forward positions. 
 
    “Ten light years behind the present front line we have seven major assets, the colonies of Falkrys, Nerys, Cronulla, Sakon, Hebron, Vela and Willan. They are arranged in an almost flat plane facing Combine space. Together they form a natural defensive network, each world a strongpoint in its own right and each capable of dispatching forces to protect its nearest neighbors. It is my intention to abandon Oneida, Ebron and Haalikon and form a new line here.” 
 
    “Surrender them to the Combine?” 
 
    “The Combine may feel emboldened to occupy them, certainly,” said Torrance. “In their shoes I would probably do the same.” 
 
    “You realize the political cost of abandoning these colonies without a fight, General, not to mention the morale factor?” 
 
    “I have considered the implications, First Minister. The fact remains that if we fritter away our remaining assets in the futile defense of our three forward possessions, we risk complete and utter defeat across the entire theater.” 
 
    “It makes sense,” said the Defense Secretary. “However unpalatable it may seem. The cost of fighting for the colonies has to be balanced by a tangible strategic return. This is no time for misplaced pride. Have you all forgotten the lessons learned from Sanda?” 
 
    Sanda…  a semi autonomous world that had once stood proudly on the border between Combine and Alliance space – a great funnel through which flowed the bulk of all trade between the two blocks. The planet’s strategic position guaranteed its commercial success, turbo-charging the economy and turning the once sleepy backwater into an economic super giant. And with affluence came other riches, cultural, scientific and artistic. 
 
    And then the shooting had started. Sanda first became a glittering prize to be won and held at all costs. Then as losses mounted it was seen as more of a liability, and then later as a simple folly. Finally, both sides arrived at the conclusion that the wretched planet was no longer worth fighting for but in their pride, neither did they wish to concede it to their enemies. And so Sanda’s fate was sealed – it was reduced to a smoldering ruin, its once proud halls of commerce turned to ashes. 
 
    The First Minister looked up and down at the other council members. “Opinions?” he said. 
 
    “General Torrance,” said Armaments. “If we do give up the colonies of Oneida, Ebron and Haalikon, what guarantees do we have that the Combine will not simply utilize them to launch fresh attacks on our new front line?” 
 
    “None at all,” said Torrance. “I imagine they will try. I might even go so far as to say that I’m counting on them doing so.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow you, General.” 
 
    “It will allow us to trade space for time, Mr. Secretary. The Combine will use up valuable resources in occupying the three colonies and they’ll be obliged to expend even more resources constructing adequate defenses, for while it will indeed put them within striking distance of major Alliance assets, it leaves them in range of a counter attack.” 
 
    “A counter attack which, if I understand correctly, we won’t be making.” 
 
    “That is correct, but the Combine won’t know that. Their proximity will be a double edged sword. They’ll have to assume that we are preparing a counter offensive and prepare their defenses accordingly. In addition, they’ll be saddled with extended supply lines which will also require protecting.” 
 
    “And after that?” asked Armaments. 
 
    “I intend a new strategy of offensive defense. We invite the enemy to attack, give him a bloody nose and wherever possible, harry him all the way back to Combine space.” 
 
    “And how many good ships and men is that likely to cost, General?” said Interior. “And at the end of it all is there any guarantee of victory?” 
 
    “No, Mr. Secretary, but as I have already made plain, a continuation of our present strategy will simply guarantee defeat.” 
 
    “There are some who believe that whatever new strategy we implement, this is a war we can no longer win,” said Interior. 
 
    “Some even within this room,” said Defense dryly. 
 
    “I make no secret of the fact that I favor an end to the wanton slaughter of our young men and women,” retorted Interior. “There is no dishonor in seeking a peaceful settlement.” 
 
    “On what terms?” demanded Defense. 
 
    “Negotiated terms. There is no reason to believe that the Combine wouldn’t look favorably on the idea of a negotiated settlement.” 
 
    “Settlements need to be negotiated from a position of strength, not weakness,” said Defense. “The Combine have us on the ropes. Do you seriously think they would grant us favorable terms now of all times?” 
 
    “I’ve no doubt they would seek concessions, some of which – in the short term – we may find unpalatable. On the other hand, there is no need to assume that they would be completely unreasonable. We would be offering the hand of peace, and since they also have a democratically elected government, and one noted for placing emphasis on strong social values, is it not reasonable they would look favorably on the motion?” 
 
    “You seem to forget that their democratically elected government is responsible for managing only their internal affairs,” said Defense. “All external policy, including the running of the war, is decided by the ruling military junta. It is they who would dictate the terms of the surrender.” 
 
    “Armistice,” said Interior, visibly irritated. 
 
    “And what if the terms of this armistice included the surrender of our fleet?” 
 
    “If it gained us favorable terms, would it not be worth it?” 
 
    “And once surrendered, what would stop them from sending in a division of battleships and changing the favorable terms to less favorable ones?” replied Defense with rising anger. “Am I the only man on this side of the table that realizes that freedom – true freedom – comes at a price? We only have one chance at this, gentlemen. We must not squander our future on false hopes and promises. Make the wrong decision now and we could find ourselves stripped of our wealth and freedom, denied many of the things we now take for granted and condemned to a life of second class citizenship for generations to come.” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” said the First Minister tiredly. “This is ground which we have covered many times before. I suggest we confine our discussion to General Torrance’s proposal.” 
 
    Interior gave a wave of his hand and thrust himself back in his chair in irritation. 
 
    “General Torrance, what would you need in order to implement this new strategy,” asked Armaments. 
 
    “Our first priority must be to bolster the Alliance’s defenses, continuing a policy that Admiral Tarr began several months ago. The focus of these defenses must be centered on the seven colonies previously mentioned. I intend an immediate doubling of orbital batteries defending each world – something that can be achieved with existing stocks – with a further doubling during the months ahead. 
 
    “In front of each colony, and to a lesser extent, in the voids between them, I intend sowing multiple layers of warp field disrupters. As you will be aware, any vessel approaching within range of the disrupter arrays – typically five to ten light hours, depending of the type – will find its warp core scrambled, forcing the ship – friend or foe – to drop out of warp. As you will also be aware, without a proper shutdown it takes up to twenty four hours to reinitialize a core, leaving the vessel stranded in the meantime. As a matter of course, both we and the Combine use disrupters to prevent the enemy dropping out of warp too close to any of our assets. I intend to employ them in far greater numbers, constructing interlocking fields designed to channel the enemy’s attacks into specific, defendable channels. We can further bolster the defenses by interspersing the warp disrupters with minefields and finally, in the void between us and Combine space we can sow lines of sensors to detect enemy ship movements.” 
 
    “I grasp the theory, General, but this will require far more disrupter units than we presently have at our disposal,” said Armaments. “Depending on the breadth and depth of the disrupter fields, it could take literally thousands of units.” 
 
    “I realize that, sir,” said Torrance. 
 
    “Is it feasible?” asked the First Minister. 
 
    “The disrupters are uncomplicated in design and simple enough to manufacture,” said Armaments. “But even with re-tooling of existing facilities it would still take months to construct that many units. On top of that there is the question of deployment.” 
 
    “And in the meantime? 
 
    “In the meantime,” said Torrance, “we maintain the status quo and draw out the conflict, preferably with as little bloodshed as possible.” 
 
    “Fight when necessary but offer the enemy no provocation,” said Defense. 
 
    “Correct,” said Torrance. “Sooner or later they’ll see what we’re up to but we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” 
 
    “So that’s your plan,” said Interior. “To hide behind… a wall?” 
 
    “Not, Mr. Secretary, it is not.” said Torrance. 
 
    “As you may appreciate, General, the Secretary of the Interior is not well versed in the finer points of military strategy,” said Defense with just the right amount of sarcasm. “Perhaps, for his benefit, you could explain the fundamentals of offensive defense.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Torrance. “Mr. Secretary, I understand your concerns about hiding behind a wall. History teaches us that walls exist to be broken. Defenders tend to hide behind them and attackers hone their offensive skills looking for ways to breach them. The strategy of offensive defense differs in the sense that while we do indeed construct a barrier – a shield, if you will – the primary objective is not the protection of our assets. It is the destruction of the enemy. We invite him onto the shield and then pull him into pre-determined killing zones – the sword to go with the shield. We deplete his forces and sap his morale whilst at the same time protecting and building up our own.” 
 
    “And you believe this strategy of… offensive defense… will bear fruit?” asked the First Minister. 
 
    “With providence, the line will hold, First Minister. But a commander who relies on providence alone is doomed. I will need your full support – first with building up our defensive network and then constructing new ships and training new recruits. We already have reasons to be optimistic – the latest Intruder intelligence gathering platforms have entered squadron service and the first batch of our new Z class destroyers is nearing completion. Both classes are superior to anything the Combine presently have in their inventory. Most importantly, morale within the services remains high. We already have a highly trained, professional force at our disposal. Provided us with the tools, allow us to build up the fleet and I believe we can get the job done. If nothing else, we may be able to blunt the Combine war machine sufficiently to persuade their leaders to consider revisiting the peace table.” 
 
    The First Minister gazed up at the strategic map which was still on display. He nodded slowly and his face began to harden. It seemed to Torrance that he was sitting a little straighter in his chair and if his expression wasn’t exactly one of defiance, there was at least a look of hope in his eyes. The Defense Secretary noticed it too, and so did Interior. It was easy to tell which man was the happier. 
 
    “Well, gentlemen,” said the First Minister, “I suggest we adjourn. General Torrance, we thank you for your clear and concise address. Protocol dictates that the War Council considers the matter in closed session, though I see no reason why we should not look favorably on your proposals. You will be informed of our decision in due course.” 
 
    “Congratulations, sir,” said Seagers as they made their way back to their waiting car. “I believe you’ve managed to make an enemy of the Interior Secretary.” 
 
    “Not much of a surprise, Major. I think I had my card marked the before I was even confirmed in the job. The good news is that like the Defense Secretary, Armaments sees the situation for what it is. Give up now and God knows what terms the Combine will give us. In truth, I think the First Minister realizes that too but he’s been browbeaten by so many reaction groups that he’s losing sight of his main objective, which is to lead us out of danger. The man just needs some support… that and a little belief.” 
 
    “Not going to get much from Interior,” said Seagers. 
 
    “True, but it’s not Interior that worries me,” said Torrance. “It’s people like the Treasury Secretary. If what Defense said was true – and I’ve no doubt that it is – anyone that easily led has no place on the War Council, or any other council for that matter.” 
 
    “I noticed that the Treasury Secretary never opened his mouth once during the meeting. At least we know where the Interior Secretary stands.” 
 
    “Peace at any cost, apparently. Tell me, Major, What price would you be prepared to pay for peace?” 
 
    “With respect, I don’t believe the question serves any useful purpose. You have to earn your peace. It can’t be bought – except the old fashioned way, with blood sweat and tears. And,” he said, tapping his eye patch, “with a few assorted body parts. History is replete with all the relevant lessons, sir. All that is required is a willingness to learn.” 
 
    “Did you ever think of going into politics yourself, Major? Your insight might prove useful.” 
 
    “Not really, sir. I think I prefer soldiering. Much easier to kill your enemies than debate them.” 
 
    “The trouble with politics is that you don’t always know who your enemies are, Major. At least, not until it’s too late.” 
 
    “Are you referring to the War Council?” 
 
    “Maybe, though I think we have enough allies for the time being. Even if Interior drags the Treasury Secretary along with him, Defense and Armaments will oppose them.” 
 
    “Leaving the First Minister with the deciding vote, but whatever they decide, it will still have to go before the senate,” said Seagers. 
 
    “The senate has never gone against the decision of the War Council and don’t imagine they’ll start now. That’s not to say they won’t in the future, especially if the downward spiral continues. And there lies the crux of the matter, Major... We just have to make sure that it doesn’t.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2:  Haalikon 
 
    Within twenty four hours, the war Council confirmed its approval of Torrance’s proposals and so began the final evacuation of Oneida, Ebron and Haalikon. Already severely disadvantaged by several years of front line conflict, their once substantial civilian populations had dwindled by degrees until all that remained were the die-hards, those either too proud or too stubborn to give up the only homes they had ever known. Finally, even they had to accept the inevitable, the last few families dejectedly boarding their transports to begin new lives under the light of some distant sun. But even the die-hards had to admit that life on a brave, new world would likely be preferable to living under a Combine flag on the old one. 
 
    No sooner had the civilian population departed than the engineering battalions moved in. They quickly set about reducing to rubble any still functional facilities that might aid the Combine war machine. First to go were the few remaining military installations; hangars, repair shops, storage depots and barrack facilities were all blasted upwards at the head of expanding plumes of smoke and flame. These were soon followed by power stations, transport hubs and docking facilities. All were leveled. The grand finale was the spectacular detonation of all remaining fuel and ammunition stocks, a display of pyrotechnics impressive enough to put a smile on the face of even the weariest combat engineer. The demolition crews would later state that they’d never had such fun. As the last Alliance units broke orbit and headed back to the safety of the new front line, the only things remaining were the orbital defense batteries which would stay on-line to the end. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    The Haalikon system remained uninhabited for precisely ten days – the time it took the Combine high command to confirm that the planet had been abandoned and then assemble a suitable strike force. Their intelligence services had revealed that Oneida and Ebron had also been evacuated but Haalikon was chosen as the primary target, partly because it was closest, but mostly because it was the largest and until recently the most heavily defended. If Haalikon fell, the other two worlds would follow suit in very short order. 
 
    The Combine invasion force dropped out of warp twelve light hours from the Haalikon sun, well out of range of any warp disrupters that might still be operational. First to enter real space was a screen of destroyers, frigates and hunter killers. Dispersing ahead, they were quickly followed by the main body – a fleet carrier with its attendant cruiser squadrons. Finally, the transports and troop carriers arrived, a dozen lumbering giants whose value and vulnerability were underscored by the presence of three battle-cruisers in close escort. 
 
    On board the fleet carrier, a two star admiral waited patiently as his chief tactical officer conducted a system wide scan. 
 
    “No apparent enemy activity in-system, sir,” said the tac officer. “No power signatures, no electro-magnetic traffic on either military or civilian bands. No active sensors. The threat board is clear.” 
 
    “Very good,” said the admiral. “Captain, order the fleet to form up on the carrier and lay in a course to Haalikon.” 
 
    “Aye aye, sir.” 
 
    As the captain began barking out a succession of orders, the admiral turned to study the holo-map projected above the tactical officer’s console. So the intel was correct – the Alliance had cut and run. It made sense, of course. Haalikon was just a little too exposed; just a little too close to Combine space and just a little too far from reinforcement and resupply. Just a little… but in conflicts won by fine margins, just a little was altogether too much, and so the Alliance had retreated, and although that had saved him the job of having to evict them, there was still work to be done. Intelligence indicated that Haalikon’s orbital batteries were still in place, and further, that they were the very latest stealth units. They’d be powered down and invisible to sensors until something wandered into range. Then they’d burst into life, unleashing volleys of solid shot, missiles and proton beams at their unsuspecting prey. They were formidable adversaries, but the admiral had ways to counter their threat – if indeed that was as far as the threat went. Despite the assurances from Combine Intelligence Services, there lurked in the back of his mind the notion that this might yet be an Alliance ploy – an attempt to lure a portion of the Combine battle fleet into action and trap them between a regiment of orbital batteries and a mobile attack force. The High Command was confident that the Alliance lacked the resources to mount a successful counter attack and they might even be right, but that didn’t mean to say that they were incapable of launching an effective spoiling attack. 
 
    “The fleet is in position, Admiral.” 
 
    “Very good. Match the acceleration profile of the slowest transport and increase speed to point six light. Take us to within one hundred Ks of the target.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir.” 
 
    Moments later the fleet moved off, its squadrons staying in loose formation as they headed in system. Aboard the flagship, the navigation officer calculated that the passage would take a full eighteen hours. Four hours of acceleration to reach point six light, ten hours cruising and than four more hours of deceleration. In any other circumstances, ample time enough for the ship’s crews to rest up and prepare for action. But not today. If the enemy wasn’t already aware of their presence, they soon would be. Eighteen hours would be a very long time to remain at action stations but there were drugs to keep the crews alert, and the crews themselves would readily agree that it was far better to be alert than dead. 
 
    Haalikon was protected by a screen of forty eight orbital batteries, thirty two Stalwarts and sixteen of the heavier Paladin platforms. They circled the planet at a height of thirty seven thousand kilometers, the precise altitude required to push satellites into the sweet spot of geosynchronous orbit. Each unit was tasked with defending a specific area of space. Together, the forty eight units formed an overlapping and interlocking defense network designed to bring an invader under fire from two or more defenders. 
 
    The first unit to detect the approach of the enemy was Paladin P4. The Paladin was a flattened sphere eighty meters in diameter. Fuelled by a small fusion reactor – at present powered down – the unit was directed by an artificial intelligence known as Zeus. At present, P4’s Zeus was acting autonomously but that would change as soon as the defense network went active. Then the Zeus units throughout the network would coalesce into a greater intelligence, a single hive mind. 
 
    P4’s ultra sensitive passive sensors picked up several distinct signals which Zeus speedily analyzed and compared with the registry stored in its database. It soon classified the contacts as Combine combat vessels. The most powerful signal was emanating from a Vanquisher Class carrier. It was cruising in company with a screen of lighter vessels, though some were still too far out of range for an accurate classification. Behind the leading formation was another made up of heavier vessels, types as yet unknown. 
 
    Zeus waited patiently as the range closed and several minutes later it had gathered enough information to make an accurate determination of the formation’s exact composition, speed and heading – fifty six enemy vessels were on a direct course for Haalikon and closing fast. Following protocol, Zeus consulted its tactical database and concluded that the approaching formation was as assault/invasion force. 
 
    As the range of the attacking force closed, Zeus raised its defense status and brought more systems to standby. If and when the enemy entered P4’s lethal killing zone, the battery would go fully active, but for now it would do nothing to betray its position. The Paladin’s composite hull would contain any internal emissions and deflect active radar. As far as the Combine were concerned, P4 was just a hole in space and would remain that way until it was called on to fulfill its mission. 
 
    Zeus watched with a measured eye as the Combine formation decelerated and came to a halt, still outside the Paladin’s effective weapons range. It estimated the probability of such an event occurring to be less than 15%, which was the closest it would ever get to experiencing surprise. Doctrine dictated that an approaching enemy would launch an immediate and sustained attack with as many vessels as it could muster. The objective would be to overwhelm the defenses by getting the maximum number of rounds on target in the shortest possible time. 
 
    Zeus considered all possible scenarios, ran the appropriate simulations and concluded that the attackers were either waiting for reinforcements or were preparing to withdraw. It recognized the possibility that there were extraneous circumstances which its programming could not allow for, but like a human intelligence it concentrated upon facts, not conjecture. 
 
    There one thing of which Zeus was certain; once the enemy was engaged, the exchange would be as short as it was ferocious. Its orders were clear; destruction of the enemy was its only consideration. It would expend all its ordnance and then self destruct, preferably with one of those enemies in close proximity. 
 
    Aboard the Vanquisher, the Combine admiral was preparing his next move. Intelligence had provided him with all the relevant details regarding the strength and depth of the defenses, including the number and type of the orbital batteries. His own gravimetric sensors confirmed that there were a large number of satellites orbiting the planet but what he didn’t know was their exact locations. It didn’t take a tactical genius to recognize that in a conventional attack, there were quite enough of the defenders to make a mess of his attack squadrons. 
 
    But there were other options open to him. Leaving the transports in the company of the battle-cruisers, he deployed half his cruisers and escorts to repel any possible Alliance counter attack, and arranged the other half around the carrier. Once the formation was in position, he moved to within striking distance of Haalikon. 
 
    The Vanquisher carried a normal compliment of six air assault squadrons. Four dedicated air to air units and a further two mutli-role ground attack squadrons. Both types utilized the same basic airframe; the only real differences were in weapons payload and armor. The fighters were quicker and more agile – the multi-role ships carried greater protection and were consequently more sluggish. 
 
    A twelve plane formation could be scrambled in under thirty seconds using the fast reaction launch tubes deployed along the carrier’s dorsal plane. The tube turn-around time was barely a minute, which meant that the whole combat air group could be launched in under ten minutes. 
 
    Fighters could also be launched from drop gates under the hull. Seldom used except in drills or emergencies, the drop gates were slower and gave the fighters no initial thrust advantage. But the drop gates did have their uses; unlike the launch tubes, they could launch all manner of craft, including the carrier’s complement of shuttles, freight haulers and recon birds. Today, the flight deck was packed with unmanned drones. They were called Mimics. Just five meters long, they resembled a Combine fighter but were otherwise uncomplicated in design. Unlike a fighter, they were unarmed, carrying instead a sophisticated electronics pack which could be configured to emit the electronic footprint of any vessel in the Combine inventory. Today they were set up to imitate the Whiplash, the Combine’s standard attack fighter. 
 
    “We are in position, sir. The flight deck is secured for launch.” said the Vanquisher’s captain. 
 
    “Very good,” replied the admiral. “Launch the recon birds and once they are on station, deploy the Mimics.” 
 
    Ready and waiting inside the drop gates, a squadron of reconnaissance ships fell free of the carrier and headed off towards Haalikon. As soon as they were away, a drop cage containing a flight of four Mimics disappeared through a hatch in the flight deck to rest in the drop gate below. The deck hatch closed and a corresponding door in the Vanquisher’s outer hull immediately opened up to reveal the stars outside. The cage clamps released in unison and the Mimics were free, the flight quickly forming up and moving abeam of the carrier to await the arrival of the rest of the wing. By the time it was in position, the launch cage had been retrieved and recycled, another flight of four preparing for launch. 
 
    With five other drop cages performing the same evolutions, the four Mimics soon became twenty four, forty eight and then ninety six as the flight deck gradually emptied. At a command from the carrier, the entire wing engaged their thrusters began their descent to Haalikon. 
 
    P4’s Zeus observed the activity around the Vanquisher with a dispassionate eye. Sensors had detected the launch of a squadron of Apex reconnaissance units and tracked their progress as they took up positions around the planet. The Apex was known to possess a capable sensor array but neither P4 nor its neighbors was giving them anything to detect. Impasse was achieved when the Apexes shut down their engines, went into passive mode and promptly disappeared from P4’s scopes. 
 
    Zeus turned its attention to the wing forming up around the carrier. It immediately identified them as attack fighters. The AI updated the threat assessment accordingly and began assigning weapons. The Paladin’s weapons payload included a battery of sixteen Banshee anti ship missiles, a pair of Gauntlet rotary cannons and a single Halo proton beam projector. Zeus opted for Banshee missiles as the enemy crossed the firing threshold, followed by Gauntlet rotary cannons as the range closed. Anything that survived would be met by salvoes of high energy particles fired from the Halo projector. 
 
    As the Mimics descended towards Haalikon, their descent flattened out to place them in high orbit. Still just out of range of P4 and the rest of the defense net, the Mimics began to fan out across the planet, gradually splitting up into two ship elements. One of those elements eventually peeled away from the rest and darted down towards P4’s designated defense area. 
 
    Intelligent as the Zeus AI was, it lacked the higher logic functions necessary for independent reason. It calculated probabilities and acted accordingly, using the laws of mathematics to predict the optimum course of action in any given situation. Had P4’s AI had been able to reason, it might have wondered why the approaching assault craft were coming in dumb. They had already departed from doctrine by dividing their forces. They were yet to transmit on any of the active sensor bands and they did not appear to have activated any of their weapons systems. 
 
    Zeus concluded that the enemy was unaware of the existence of the defense network. Further calculations indicated a ninety three percent probability that the enemy would fail to inflict damage on any of the defending units, and a seventy eight percent probability that the attackers would be destroyed in the process. 
 
    Accordingly, P4 simply counted down the seconds until the two attackers placed themselves inside the battery’s kill zone. As the Mimics crossed the threshold, P4 sprang into action. Its active sensors lit up the approaching targets and a pair of Banshee anti-ship missiles exploded from the launch tubes. For the attackers, there could be no escape; even without guidance from P4’s active sensors, the seeker heads on the Banshee missiles would have a crystal clear mage of the two Combine assault fighters. They would home in on target and the enemy would die. 
 
    Even as the missiles closed, P4 detected an anomaly in the sensor readings. Active and passive readings did not match. Whatever the electronic emissions suggested, the approaching ships were too light and too small to be Combine attack fighters. 
 
    Zeus belatedly concluded that the approaching contacts were decoys and immediately transmitted a warning to its neighbors. By then it was already too late. Forty three of the forty eight orbital batteries had already engaged the enemy. Their identical Zeus AIs had reached the same conclusions and dispatched volleys of Banshee missiles. All ninety six Mimics were blotted out of the night sky within seconds of each other. 
 
    On the bridge of the Vanquisher, the Admiral watched the destruction of his drones with quiet satisfaction. They were expendable assets and in truth, the whole wing cost little more than a single Whiplash attack fighter. Better still, the drones had not died in vain; the squadron of Apex reconnaissance craft now had exact data on the location of virtually all the defending units. He ordered the recon birds back to the carrier and deployed a trio of cruisers to the fore. Each was equipped with a hyper velocity rail gun firing high density kinetic rounds. 
 
    Free to stand off and reduce the orbital batteries one by one, the cruisers casually unleashed salvo after salvo at the hapless orbital platforms. Designed for larger targets, it took time for the gun-layers to zero in on the smaller batteries but the end was just the same. P4 watched one of its neighbors disappear in a fireball as high energy round and orbital battery annihilated each other in a flash of incandescence. 
 
    There was only one more thing that P4 and its Zeus AI could do; it launched all its remaining Banshees at the distant Combine fleet. The enemy was within theoretical range; indeed, once fired, the missiles would continue through the cosmos for all eternity. The limiting factors were the onboard fuel that the Banshees would require for course corrections and the time the enemy would have to launch counter measures. Zeus calculated only a seven percent probability of any of the missiles finding a target. As for the other weapons systems, the Halo proton beams would lose coherence long before they reached the target and the rotary cannon rounds would likely arrive on target several hours too late. 
 
    Fourteen Banshees left in quick succession, streaking out into the void. They were quickly joined by dozens of others as adjacent batteries fired in sequence. Still more would follow as Haalikon turned upon its axis and the Combine fleet entered the weapons envelope of batteries presently beyond the visible horizon. 
 
    P4’s Zeus had one final duty to perform. It opened up a secure subspace channel and fired off a situation report to Alliance Command. No sooner had the message left than a hyper-velocity round hurtled by scant meters away. A second round passed within centimeters. The next round smashed into P4’s hull almost dead center. The high energy round flashed to plasma upon impact, atomizing half the mass of the battery and scattering the shattered remains in all directions. 
 
    The Banshees arrived in the vicinity of the Vanquisher and its retinue some thirty minutes later. During their flight, they had been obliged to make several course changes as the Combine fleet maneuvered around Haalikon. Now low on fuel, they simply chose the most direct path… and flew straight into a wall of flak put up by the Vanquisher’s escort. A single Banshee made it through and homed in on the largest target its sensors could find. It got to within a few hundred meters of the Vanquisher before it was obliterated by the carrier’s point defense systems. 
 
    It was the final action in the battle for Haalikon. No man’s land had just moved two light years closer to the Alliance capital.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3:  I, Spy 
 
    Tycho City 
 
    Tobias Franklin looked around uneasily as he waited for his contact to appear. He’d arrived well before the agreed time, which had given him the opportunity of surveying the building before the meet took place. What he expected to find, he wasn’t sure. If any of the Alliance counter-intelligence people were following him – or worse, lying in ambush – they’d hardly be advertising the fact. All Franklin could do was keep his eyes and ears open and look out for anything that might be construed as suspicious. And if he saw anything even slightly out of the ordinary, he was off, orders or no. 
 
    He presently found himself standing at the end of a long gallery, pictures lining the walls on both sides. A glance at his watch told him that it was almost time and exactly on cue he saw his contact emerge from the double doors at the far end of the room. Smartly dressed and well groomed, the man paced slowly along the gallery, stopping occasionally to admire one of the many works on show. One painting in particular seemed to pique his interest and he made a show of consulting the art gallery catalogue. 
 
    Franklin was uncomfortable meeting his handler in person; the risks to both of them were very real and he wondered what could be important enough for the meeting to be requested at such short notice. But the request had been made and once summoned, Franklin was bound to comply. The venue, a modern art gallery on the outskirts of Tycho City, was chosen not only because Franklin was known to have an interest in contemporary art, but also because it allowed the opportunity to engage in quiet conversation with likewise interested spectators. 
 
    Franklin stood facing a large artwork entitled Rhombi Variations, a collection of interlocking rectangles of various sizes, all separated by bold, black and gold lines. As his eyes examined the various hues, his ears warned him of approaching footsteps. A second later his handler was standing by his side. 
 
    “Ah, a Kostovich, I believe,” said the man, mostly for the benefit of a middle aged gentleman and his partner who had chosen that exact moment to examine the adjacent picture. “A seminal work, apparently, though try as I might, I fail to see the fascination in geometric abstraction. I’m told it represents the height of non objective art, though in this case I believe the composition serves only to enhance the inherent two dimensionality of the canvas. I regret it leaves me cold. Perhaps if the artist had chosen to enlighten us with a philosophical interpretation… but alas, it seems he left us no clues.” 
 
    “They say he was searching for harmony and equilibrium,” said Franklin, “In any case a noble enough pursuit, but I am content to see the painting for what it is.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “A piece of art – nothing more and nothing less. One which exists simply for its own sake.” 
 
    “Like the universe itself, perhaps. But the attention is in the detail, is it not. And if not pleasing to the eye, why hang it on your wall?” 
 
    The middle aged gentleman appeared to find the last remark amusing and, suppressing a smile, he moved away with his partner in tow. 
 
    “What do you want,” said Franklin, tiring of the conversation. 
 
    “To talk.”  
 
    “I think I guessed that much,” said Franklin, looking warily over his shoulder. 
 
    “You have no cause for alarm. Neither of us was followed here. At least, not by anyone you need be concerned about. Come, the gallery has a coffee shop with a rooftop terrace. That should suit our needs.” 
 
    A few minutes later, they were sitting at a table on the far side of the sparsely populated terrace, well out of earshot of the other customers. 
 
    “Quite a view.” 
 
    Franklin nodded in agreement. He knew almost nothing about the man sitting across the table – other than his name was Jacob, and that he was a Combine spymaster, running agents in and around Tycho City. The first was irrelevant and almost certainly untrue. The second was something that could very well get him killed. 
 
    “It is indeed a beautiful city,” continued Jacob. “It’s good that the war has not reached this far. As yet, of course.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that it’s likely to?” 
 
    “In the near future? I have no idea, though I suspect not. However, your Operation Zealous does seem to have placed both our sides somewhat at a crossroads.” 
 
    “A crossroads? We lost ten percent of our cruiser force in Operation Zealous. Ten percent in just one engagement. Many of us were surprised that you didn’t just keep on coming after that. What was stopping you?” 
 
    “Several reasons, I imagine. The politics of war, for one thing. Why fight your enemy when he may be about to capitulate. It was reasonable to allow your Interior Secretary time to try and sway the senate.” 
 
    “Is he on your payroll, too?” 
 
    “Again,” said Jacob with a shrug, “I really have no idea but I suspect not. Indeed, I would hope as much. As a misguided patriot he is far more valuable than a paid or coerced informer.” He noticed the shadow fall across Franklin’s face. “You shouldn’t take offence at that, by the way.” 
 
    “None taken,” said Franklin, returning the shrug. “And the other reasons?” 
 
    “Operation Zealous was a notable victory for our forces, but I’m informed your servicemen and women fought bravely and died even more bravely, taking an unexpectedly heavy toll on our formations. We were able to save most of our crews, of course, but the battle damage was extensive and will take some considerable time to repair. And so we must look to the future… We understand you have a new commander in chief.” 
 
    “General Torrance,” said Franklin. 
 
    “The obvious choice. Several among of our high command were delighted to hear of Admiral Tarr’s retirement. They regarded him as a formidable opponent and one not easily replaced. Certainly, they didn’t believe Torrance would prove as effective a leader, especially if he had to contend with dissent from within the Alliance War Council. But now we find that the Interior Secretary has been marginalized and that the new C-in-C has begun to implement a new strategy. Two unfortunate developments – one perhaps expected, the other not. It is the change in strategy that concerns us most. It is one that we would prefer to be delayed.” 
 
    “I don’t see how I can help. I’m a commander, not an admiral. As you might imagine, the War Council tends not to share many of its secrets with me,” said Franklin. 
 
    “I can tell you that the Alliance has begun production of large numbers of warp core disrupters – evidently with the aim of hindering passage into Alliance territory. It would be to our advantage if the deployment of the arrays were delayed until our fleet is back to full strength. You are involved in fleet logistics, are you not?” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Franklin cautiously. 
 
    “We require information on production centers, storage depots, transport and deployment schedules and anything else that might be of value, including escorts, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “It’s all going to be classified – you know that. I’d have to stick my neck out a very long way to get any of the stuff you’re asking for. A very long way indeed.” 
 
    “I understand the difficulties…” 
 
    “I’m not sure you do,” said Franklin. 
 
    “But I ask nonetheless,” said Jacob bluntly. “The information is vital to the Combine war effort and I must urge you to obtain whatever data you can.” He stopped short of saying ‘regardless of risk’ even though he’d been instructed to do so. His superiors would see that as disobeying a direct order, but as far as Jacob was concerned it was more a matter of operational discretion; in simple language, an application of good common sense. Franklin was no good to the Combine dead and if there was ever an order tailor made to guarantee his demise, that was it. 
 
    Franklin shook his head. “I’m not involved in production and I can’t help you with the escorts – that’s all way out of my purview. As for the transports, I don’t know. I might be able to get access to the movement orders. I’ll have to see what I can do.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “But whatever happens, we don’t meet like this again. We use the dead drop – usual signal.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Jacob, getting up to leave. “But I must impress on you the urgency of the situation, for both our fates are tied up in this. I’d hate for you to outlive your usefulness. Enjoy the view while you still can.” 
 
    Jacob left the terrace and descended to the ground floor, leaving the gallery by the front entrance. As he passed through the lobby, one of his cohorts – a man called Capper – gave him the safe signal, a simple scratch of the chin that told him that no-one appeared to have been monitoring the meeting. Jacob didn’t expect that anyone would, but in a deadly dangerous business you took whatever precautions you could. Capper had been watching Jacob’s back for more years than either of them would care to remember. He knew what to look for, knew how the enemy’s counter intelligence agents operated and he also knew how to look after himself if things happened to go wrong. Franklin had been right when he said that meeting in person was risky, but Jacob wasn’t in complete control of the situation either. His superiors had made their orders abundantly clear. They needed results and they needed them quickly, and that concerned him almost as much as his mission. Why the rush? It made him wonder if the war was going as well as the high command was claiming. 
 
    Though the Alliance probably never suspected – or maybe they did – there was just as much political maneuvering taking place on the other side of the border as there was here on Tycho. As far as Jacob could see, the only advantage in seizing Oneida, Ebron and Haalikon was in making the high command and their political lackeys look good in the morning newspapers. The war effort would have been better served by them gathering whatever forces they could muster, bypassing the Alliance’s abandoned colonies and bringing their fleet to battle as soon as possible. Even allowing for the losses inflicted by the Zealous attack, there would surely have been enough left in the locker to force a victory. 
 
    But instead, the Combine’s leaders were busy handing out medals and patting each other on the back. For certain, none of those damned generals or politicians were plying their trade here in the enemy’s capital, where there was only one accepted punishment for espionage. Didn’t they realize that the people who teased out the much needed intelligence were living, breathing human beings? People like Franklin and himself, people who bled when shot. Up to a point, Jacob could forgive the politicians, who tended to live in their own particular world and had little idea – probably – of how their precious data was collected. What he took umbrage with was the apparent indifference of his controllers sitting in the safely of their offices on Tarsus, deep within Combine space. They should damn well know better. More than one Combine cell had been blown during the past months – one right here in Tycho City. Jacob had only become aware of the cell’s existence by virtue of its capture, an event widely covered by the local media. How the capture had been effected he could only surmise, but if they’d received the same orders to obtain data ‘regardless of risk’ and been either too naïve or too gung-ho to take the orders under advisement, it was hardly surprising that they had been exposed. ‘Regardless of risk’...  He almost shook his head in despair. And now the Alliance interrogators would go to work on the captured operatives and – one way or another – extract every last piece of information they had. The only good news was that each cell was self contained, completely independent and functioned within strictly defined areas of operation. Nothing they knew could point the enemy in Jacob’s direction. 
 
    Another concern for Jacob was that as valuable as Franklin was, he’d never quite worked out what had motivated the man to betray his allegiance to the Alliance in the first place. It wasn’t for any apparent political or ideological reason – in fact, for a person of his rank he seemed peculiarly disinterested in both subjects. Neither did it appear to be out of greed, which was both good and bad, for in Jacob’s experience, the greedy ones were the easiest ones to control but also the most likely to compromise themselves. 
 
    If anything, Franklin had just seemed bored; bored perhaps with the war, if such a thing were possible, and bored also with his whole life in general. Some people were like that – they committed treason for the excitement, the adventure, the thrill of the chase. Occasionally, things got a little too thrilling, at which point some of them faltered and tried to opt out of the deal. But that was something that could never be allowed, and more than one vacillator had been found dead, face down in some stinking back alley, the apparent victim of a mugging gone wrong. 
 
    Luckily for Jacob, Franklin had never wavered, and better still, they now had a few levers to use against him should he ever show signs of doing so. 
 
    But whether he wavered or not, the mission was not going to be easy and the last thing Jacob wanted was for Franklin to compromise himself simply for the location of a few warp disrupters. He was simply too valuable. 
 
     It was difficult and dangerous to identify and recruit agents while inside hostile territory. You could hardly put an ad in the local newspaper, after all. And once identified, there was always the chance that the agent was a plant. It took careful vetting and years of experience, and even at the end of it all you could never be sure. More than one cell had been blown by a carefully placed double agent. Franklin had been one of the success stories. He’s been an outstanding catch and one they should be using carefully and most of all sparingly. 
 
    Jacob shrugged his concerns aside. He’d pushed Franklin as far as he dared and all he could do now was retire to a safe distance – a very safe distance – and await the results. Some things were within his control and some were not. It was important to know which was which. 
 
    Back on the art gallery terrace, Franklin was having misgivings of his own. This wasn’t the deal he’d agreed to – it wasn’t how it was supposed to work. He was supposed to volunteer information as it came his way, not go digging for it on demand. And in a job that was perilous enough to begin with, he was absolutely not supposed to put himself in unnecessary danger in the process. 
 
    Not for the first time he asked himself how it had all come down to this, how he’d found himself so completely and utterly entrapped, like a moth flapping pathetically in the strands of a spider’s web. He asked, but of course he already knew – he’d flown into the web with eyes wide open and now there could be no escape. None, except perhaps, for the simple expedient of a bullet in the brain. The thought had crossed his mind more than once, often when he was drunk, but mostly after meeting the girl. 
 
    He’d been in too way deep even before he’d laid eyes on her. He’d known it, and so had Jacob, the spymaster general who saw that Franklin needed just one final nudge to be turned completely. And so he’d introduced him to the girl, a mere slip of a thing, but enchanting, seductive, irresistible. 
 
    The affair rubber stamped his treachery, for she was both his payment and his liability. She’d smile, allow him to use her and then kiss him on the cheek as he left. A kiss given more out of pity than affection, because by that time, both of them knew that he was the one being used. For the girl, it was just another job, doing what she did best. Not that she was a whore – far from it. She was a professional, capable and intelligent despite her tender years. Very tender, too tender. 
 
    As for Franklin, he’d leave by the back stairs and wander back to a house that was as cold and empty as the rest of his miserable existence. He’d undress, shower and lie alone in his bed, the afterglow of passion mixed with feelings of disgust and self hate. It was then that he’d consider reaching for his service pistol, placing it at his temple and pulling the trigger. Why not? It would be all over in a second… But then an image of the girl would swim into his mind and he’d know that he had neither the will nor the courage.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4:  Skytrain 101 
 
    By common agreement, Transport Command was the least glamorous branch of the fleet. Any self respecting flight school graduate would first eye up a posting to a fighter squadron, preferably one equipped with the latest TX55 Ares interceptors. Such was every pilot’s dream, but Fighter Command took only the very best of the best and the selection process was long and arduous. Many a fine pilot would fail to make the cut. 
 
    The remaining candidates would then vie for an equally vital if less charismatic posting – a berth at one of the intruder, fighter bomber, or assault/landing craft squadrons. 
 
    A posting to an intruder squadron, whose stealth craft were the eyes and ears of the fleet, meant venturing far out into no-man’s land without support, searching for signs of the approaching enemy. As for the fighter bombers and assault/landing craft squadrons, one observer made the age old comment that while the fighter boys had all the glamour, they had all the guts. In their more honest moments, the fighter boys would generally agree. 
 
    And finally – assuming you didn’t count tug boats, garbage scows and sanitation barges, whose ranks were generally filled with civilian or auxiliary personnel – there was the possibility of a posting to Transport Command. 
 
    As with any occupation, natural ability, skill and determination were crucial factors, but the destination of a graduate pilot would depend just as much on the results of his or her psychological evaluation. The shrinks had a way of knowing exactly which branch of piloting would suit both the candidate and the Alliance the best. The interesting thing was that while pilots selected for landing craft squadrons tended to curse their luck at missing out on an Ares TX55, those singled out for Transport Command usually greeted the news with little more than a philosophical shrug. The psycho-analysts would then pat each other on the back and congratulate themselves for getting their assessments spot on. 
 
    Major Ozzie Parkes had never imagined himself as a fighter jock. He just wasn’t the type, and from the very start he knew that he lacked the necessary attributes to be an adequate fighter pilot. Within days of entering flight school, tests had shown that his reflexes were just a mite too slow and his spatial awareness was well below the required level. His psyche evaluation categorized him as deliberate and methodical, admiral qualities in their own right but not at all what was required for an offensive role in a high performance fighter. 
 
    That didn’t stop Parkes from pursuing his dream of becoming a military aviator. His piloting skills were more than adequate for general flying and his temperament made him the perfect candidate for a posting to Transport Command. And so it came to pass. For his own part, Parkes was delighted. A pilot is a pilot and the silver wings on his chest were exactly the same as everyone else’s, whatever machine they happened to fly. 
 
    He learned his trade on smaller vessels before moving up to the ubiquitous Heracles G86 transport, workhorse of the fleet and the largest vessel in the Alliance inventory that still relied on a real, live pilot to get where it was going. It was true that the cruisers, battle-cruisers and fighter carriers that made up the fighting arm of the fleet dwarfed his G86, but they were guided by helmsmen who simply pressed whatever buttons the captain told them to. Meanwhile, Parkes was Captain-Pilot, master and commander of his own little fiefdom. And despite its bulk, the G86 flew like a real airplane and was even capable of atmospheric maneuvers and surface landings. She needed a seriously long runway to get down safely but that just gave you the chance to turn more heads when eight hundred tons of metal dropped through the cloud layer and came thundering in for its final approach. 
 
    But that wasn’t on today’s agenda. Parkes was piloting his G86 – call-sign Skytrain 101 – on a run from a logistics base on Tycho to an area of space forward of Cronulla, one of the seven worlds that were to make up the shield. In his cargo bay were eight high power warp field disrupters, each to be dropped off in its own precise location. After that he’d turn around and head back to Tycho for the next load… and the next… and the next… 
 
    “Heads up, everyone,” said Parkes as his navigation array buzzed an alert. “We are approaching our first drop off point, position J47. Entering normal space in three, two, one…” 
 
     The G86 shuddered briefly as the transition was made, almost as if she was giving her muscles a good stretch after being cooped up in the confines of hyperspace for too long. As the stars of real space blinked into life once more, the sub light engines kicked in, sending a familiar hum through the airframe. 
 
    “How are we looking?” asked Parkes. 
 
    “Looking good, skipper,” said the co-pilot, scanning his instruments. “I’d say we’re right on the button.” 
 
    “And our escort?” 
 
    “Ah… good question. They’re nowhere in sight.” 
 
    “Anything else on the scanners?” 
 
    “No,” said the co-pilot. “Quiet as a tomb.” 
 
    “Hard to say if that’s good or bad,” said Parkes with a frown. “If nothing else it means there are precisely zero friendly units between us and the whole Combine Empire. Now we know what it feels like to be in the vanguard.” 
 
    “Carry on regardless?” 
 
    “No. Orders are to wait for the escort, and for once the orders make sense. I don’t fancy getting caught by a Combine raider while we’re half way through the deployment routine. That would pretty much ruin our day. We’ll sit tight, fly a holding pattern and wait for the escort to catch up. And we’d best keep the hyper drive spooled up until they do.” 
 
    “Works for me, skipper.” 
 
    An hour later they were still flying in slow, lazy circles around position J47, their escort still nowhere in sight. “Reckon they ran into trouble?” said the co-pilot. 
 
    “Wouldn’t have thought so,” said Parkes. “We’d have heard about it by now. They’ve either got lost or there’s been a mix up with the orders. Probably the latter but I’m not breaking radio silence to find out. We’ll give it another thirty minutes and then head back in.”    
 
    “Hold on,” said the co-pilot. “I’m picking up something astern of our position. Yep, we’ve got two ships emerging from hyper-space, distance five thousand clicks. They’re friendlies. Sensors classify them as Moray class corvettes. They’re hailing us.” 
 
    “Good day, Skytrain. This is Chaser 1. Is this a private party or can anyone join in?” 
 
    “Strictly invitation only, Chaser 1. I take it yours must have arrived late.” 
 
    “Sorry about that, Skytrain. Mix up with the orders.” 
 
    “No worries,” said Parkes. “Better late than never. I trust you’ve brought along a bottle – preferably something with an indecently high alcoholic content.” 
 
    “Sorry, Skytrain. We’re a dry ship.” 
 
    “Well there’s a surprise,” said Parkes with mock chagrin. “In that case, I’ll just ask you good gentlemen to watch our backs while we drop off the first package.” 
 
    “Will do, Skytrain.” 
 
    “Thank you, Chaser 1. Skytrain out.” Parkes made a final check of their position and then fired the braking thrusters, bringing the G86 to a dead stop. He thumbed a switch on his console. “Chief, it’s time to go to work.” 
 
    “Aye aye, sir,” replied the loadmaster from his station, an airtight compartment located in the rear of the 86’s cavernous cargo bay. A grizzled chief petty officer of twenty years service, he beckoned to his assistant, a young loader named Rogers. “You heard the man,” he said. “Up and at ‘em.” 
 
    Rogers clipped his tool belt around his waist, donned the helmet of his pressure suit and waited as the chief checked the seals. 
 
    “You’re good to go,” said the chief, giving Rogers a pat on the shoulder as he headed off to the airlock. A minute later, he watched Rogers float past the reinforced glass window and then work his way hand over hand to the first of the eight warp disrupters that filled the cargo bay. Each disrupter unit was a ten meter sphere with a flattened base. ‘Stops them rolling around’, the chief had explained patiently when Rogers had asked. 
 
    The disrupter units were almost bare of external features. There were no antennae, no thruster nozzles – nothing save an external power socket, a small control panel and a pair of metal couplings for hoisting the unit in and out of the cargo bay. Following Rogers’ directions, the chief lowered the freighter’s boom hoist and engaged the couplings on the disrupter casing. Once locked in place, Rogers brought the disrupter unit on-line and disconnected the external power supply. 
 
    “She’s ready to go,” he said over the com. 
 
    “Well done,” said the chief. “Get yourself back here and let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    By the time Rogers had rejoined the chief in the control compartment, the cargo doors in the G86’s flank had opened to reveal an expanse of stars beyond. The chief played with the boom controls and deftly steered the disrupter unit through the opening and into open space. 
 
    “We are ready to deploy, skipper.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief,” said Parkes, making a final check of their position. “Looking good from up here. Let her go.” 
 
    “Aye aye, skipper.” said the chief, releasing the clamps and withdrawing the boom. “The package is away. Cargo doors are closing now.” 
 
    “Good job, Chief. Secure for warp travel.” 
 
    “Aye-aye, sir.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” said Rogers as he removed his helmet. “If I never see another warp disrupter again, it will still be too damned soon. There must be more to active service than this.” 
 
    “There is,” said the chief. “But take a tip from me and don’t be in so much of a rush to see it. You might not like what you find. Trust me.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’ve got an elder brother on the carrier Orion and two cousins serving on cruisers. They’ve all seen action and here’s me stuck in a glorified delivery truck. I feel like I’m letting the side down.” 
 
    “Well you’re not,” said the chief. “In case no-one’s told you, the work we’re doing here is just as important. Right now, we’re helping protect the Alliance’s borders. And when we aren’t doing that, we’re helping maintain the supply chain. If we don’t fly, neither does the Alliance. Just remember that.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” said Rogers. “But that was J47 that we just dumped overboard. After that, it’ll be J48 and then 49 and on and on until we get to K and start all over again.” 
 
    “Plenty of letters left after that.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it. I just wish we could have a bit of excitement once in a while.” 
 
    “Yeah, well… like the man said, you be careful what you wish for.” 
 
    Up on the flight deck, Parkes played with the thrusters and moved clear of the disrupter unit. “Skytrain to Chaser 1. Deployment complete. Preparing to depart for position J48.” 
 
    “Roger, Skytrain. We’ll go on ahead. See you there. Chaser 1 out.” 
 
    According to the G86’s nav computer, the passage from point J47 to J48 would take precisely fifty six minutes and forty seconds. The two escorts would cover the distance a little faster, but unlike frigates and destroyers, who were the greyhounds of the fleet, neither transports nor corvettes were noted for their speed. 
 
    Right on schedule, the G86 dropped out of hyper-space at position J48 and Parkes immediately scanned for the escort. 
 
    Chaser 1 – or rather, what was left of her – was off to starboard, a trail of debris spread out over a dozen kilometers of space, her fuel cells and unused ammunition igniting in a cascade of secondary explosions. Chaser 2 was receding into the distance, barreling along at full power and jinking up and down in a desperate bid to outrun a pair of Combine destroyers that were sitting above her port quarter. 
 
    “Good God almighty,” said Parkes, firing the thrusters and slamming the ship into a sharp turn. “Send out a Mayday. Now!” 
 
    As the G86 began to curve away, Chaser 2 was hit by a missile and was transformed into a blossoming fireball before Parkes’ eyes. It was the most curious thing – one second she was whole, the next, she was just a jumble of shattered metal amongst which lay the remains of forty eight good men and women. 
 
    The last thing Parkes saw before the remnants of Chaser 2 disappeared astern was the sight of one of the destroyers turning to engage. Parkes smashed the throttles to the stops. In normal circumstances a futile gesture; the Combine destroyers had a huge advantage in terms of both speed and acceleration. But right now, even a few second could spell the difference between life and death, capture and escape. The G86’s hyper drive was still powered up. All Parkes needed was time to get the data from the nav-computer and then he’d rocket back the way he came, back to position J47 where the warp disrupter would now be operating, filling sub-space with sigma waves and destabilizing any warp core within range. The Combine wouldn’t dare follow him back there. He just needed a few more seconds. 
 
    He didn’t get them. A Spartax missile fired at extreme range hit the upper section of the G86 just forward of the hyper-drive compartment. The detonation tore a gaping hole in the ship’s dorsal section, blasted across the hold and ripped the cargo bay doors clean off their mountings. The chief and Crewman Rogers were blasted out into space along with the doors. Rogers didn’t even get the chance to be excited. 
 
    Despite the damage, the G86 was still essentially intact and structurally capable of making the jump to light speed. Unfortunately for Parkes, a missile fragment had pierced the hyper-drive compartment. It punched through the hull, ricocheted back off the inner casing and had just enough energy left to sever the main power conduit. 
 
    An icy ball materialized in Parkes’ stomach as the hyper drive went offline. He battled frantically to re-boot the system but it was to no avail – even the sub-systems were offline. 
 
     His feelings of dread increased when the ship’s sensors told him that another volley of missiles was on its way and closing fast. He wrenched at the control column and tried to coax more power from the engines, desperately dumping more fuel into the exhausts. He knew the futility of it even as he acted, but he couldn’t just sit there and do nothing. He had the crew to think of – people who trusted him and put their lives in his hands. He couldn’t just let them die. 
 
    Finally, his vice-like grip on the control stick slackened and a voice from within said that there was nothing more to be done. He’d done his best. He’d done his duty, as had his crew. Wasn’t that all anyone could ask? 
 
    He turned to the co-pilot, wondering if he should bid a final farewell, but before the words ‘It’s been an honor’ could escape his lips the first hammer blow fell, followed by two more in quick succession. The G86 came apart about him. 
 
    The two Combine destroyers scanned for survivors before leaving the area. A pointless exercise, thought the commander, but base wanted prisoners. He didn’t expect to find any. The corvettes had refused his offer of surrender and that had sealed their fate. Too lightly armored to withstand the impact of a volley of Spartax missiles, both had disintegrated upon impact. As for the transport, his orders had been clear – obliterate the target. The only concession that he or his crew might have made was to utter a prayer for a fallen enemy with whom they shared many of the same risks. 
 
    Their work finished, the two destroyers formed up in line astern and cruised slowly out of the debris field. Once clear, they pointed their bows at Combine territory and disappeared into hyper-space. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
     Fleet HQ, Trinity Base 
 
     “So how many does that make?” asked Torrance. 
 
    “Twenty seven,” said Admiral Monk, C-in-C of the Alliance battle fleet. “Plus another twelve damaged.” 
 
    “Out of how many? One hundred sixty, was it?” 
 
    “We began the operation with one hundred fifty eight G86-Mark 4s – the version of the Heracles adapted for warp disrupter deployment. If we continue losing them at the present rate, the Mark4 wing will be in tatters before the shield is completed. The good news is that it’s relatively easy to convert either the Mark 2 or 3 variants to carry disrupter arrays and that’s something we are working on as we speak. As a consequence, I don’t expect to see any significant degradation of our capability in the short term.  Furthermore, despite our losses, we are still on schedule, or at least, very close to it. During the past five weeks we have deployed a total of twelve thousand units. Another month and the net should be nearing completion.” 
 
    “The look on your face tells me there’s bad news too,” said Torrance. 
 
    “The bad news is that while the losses in materiel are sustainable, we are losing some of our most experienced crews, and contrary to popular belief it’s no simple task to train a transport crew. We have reserves, of course, but they are being utilized faster than we can train new personnel. And in addition to all that you have to factor in the losses in escorts.” 
 
    “Not to mention the morale factor,” said Torrance. “I take it we’ve increased the size of the escort groups?” 
 
    “As a matter of course, which has prompted the Combine to increase the size of their assault groups.” 
 
    Torrance grunted as he looked over the summary of the past week’s combat reports. In addition to the G86s, a dozen other ships had been struck from the Alliance register. And in return they could claim just a light cruiser, a destroyer and a pair of frigates destroyed. “I didn’t expect we’d be able to hide our preparations forever, but neither did I expect the Combine to start hitting us right from the off. In very short order they’ve figured out exactly what we’re up to and how best to stop us.” 
 
    “By by going after the transports.” 
 
    “No surprises there. It’s exactly what I’d do if I was in their shoes. We need to look at an alternative method of deploying the disrupter units.” 
 
    “Some kind of unmanned tug, maybe?” 
 
    “Something along those lines – a single use booster, something simple to design and build. I’ll talk to procurements about it. In the meantime, deploy whatever assets are necessary to protect the transports, Admiral. Assign a whole battle group if you have to. I’d prefer not provoke a major fleet action but I see no other recourse. That aside, the obvious question is how are they managing to home in on our transport groups so effectively? For all the distances involved, they’re showing an uncanny ability of turning up in exactly the right place at exactly the right time.” 
 
    “Part of the disrupter net is already up and running,” said Monk. “They’ll be able to detect the emissions from light weeks away. They’ll know exactly where the disrupters are.” 
 
    “And they could be using that data to predict where the next batch will be deployed. Simple geometry.” 
 
    “We’ve been switching deployment schedules as a matter of course, though with a predictable loss in efficiency. The more time we spend running back and forth from system to system, the less time we have to deploy the units.” 
 
    “There is also the possibility that they’re getting hard intelligence from somewhere else. Drones or sensors, maybe?” 
 
    “If they’re out there, we haven’t been able to spot them,” said Monk. “That doesn’t mean to say they aren’t there.” 
 
    “Keep looking,” said Torrance. “Detail some of your Intruders to patrol the planned deployment zones and see what turns up.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” said Monk. “Get them on station and powered down a day or two before the transports are due to arrive. They’ll be virtually invisible to anyone who comes snooping around.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Torrance. And if that doesn’t work, the only other explanation must be that the Combine is getting its information from somewhere else. Somewhere closer to home…


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5:  Dead Drop 
 
    Tycho City 
 
    Special agent Amanda Ross pressed a hand to her mouth as she stifled a yawn. She’d spent the last three hours sitting in the driver’s seat of a government owned sedan parked fifty meters from a nondescript town house in one of the suburbs of Tycho City. She knew that the waiting went with the territory but it was hard for her to convince herself that the three hours hadn’t been a complete and utter waste of time. Three hours lost – gone forever. As her eyes wandered over frontage for the thousandth time, she wondered how many better ways there might have been to while away the time. With her feet up watching a good movie… maybe curled up with a good book or even better, curled up in bed with a suitable member of the opposite sex. 
 
    Special agent? The job title conjured up visions of adventure, excitement and derring-do. The reality was depressingly different – hour upon hour of probing, searching, checking and rechecking facts, testimonies, alibis and surveillance footage. Not to mention days like today – monotonous, mind numbingly boring days. 
 
    Until the target decided to move, that is. And then – also on days like today – it made all the waiting worthwhile. 
 
    “Mission control, we have lift-off,” murmured special agent McNeil who was sitting in the passenger seat next to Ross. 
 
    The front door of the town house opened and a middle aged man dressed in grey, flannel trousers and a blue jacket stepped out onto the porch. He closed the front door behind him, turned the key in the lock and set off along the street at a sedate pace. 
 
    “I’ll stick on his tail. You head him off at the pass,” said McNeil as he exited the car. 
 
    Ross waited a few minutes before starting the engine and pulling away from the curb. She took care not to turn her head as she passed the target, driving on to the next intersection where she turned left. She continued on past a small shopping center and turned into the parking lot of a recreation area. 
 
    Meanwhile, McNeil was maintaining the prescribed twenty meter separation between himself and the target as they approached the intersection. As usual, the target didn’t seem to be in any particular hurry, ambling along at a steady pace. If he stayed true to form, he’d turn left and head for the shopping center. 
 
    McNeil was almost taken unawares as the target suddenly turned about face and started walking back the way he had come. A less experienced agent might have given the game away by breaking stride or stopping; McNeil simply entered the first shop he came to. By chance it was a fruit and vegetable store. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” said the vendor. 
 
    “Err,” said McNeil, keeping an eye on the street through the window. The target walked slowly by, stopping outside the shop next door and gazing in the window. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Bag of apples,” said McNeil. 
 
    “Cox’s Pippin, Golden Delicious, Granny Smith..?” said the vendor brightly. 
 
    “Those,” he said, waving a finger at nothing in particular. The vendor put half a dozen Pippins in a paper bag and dropped them on the scales. 
 
    “That’ll be three-fifty-five, sir.” 
 
    McNeil was just reaching for his wallet when the target reversed course again and sauntered back up the street. McNeil slapped a five credit bill on the counter and then moved hurriedly to the door. 
 
    “Sir, your apples… your change!” 
 
    “Keep it,” muttered McNeil as he left. By the time he returned to the pavement, the target was nowhere to be seen. Where the hell had he got to? McNeil crossed the road and walked slowly in the direction the intersection. Surely the target couldn’t have got that far ahead in such a short space of time. He stopped in front of a large furniture retailer, one with a broad window. The light conditions were such that the opposite side of the street was reflected perfectly in the glass. 
 
    A few seconds later, the target suddenly reappeared, crossed the street, walked straight past McNeil and then crossed the street again. He continued on to the intersection where he did indeed make a left. 
 
    When McNeil reached the corner he stopped, looking both left and right like a man unsure of his directions. As he looked left, he saw the target leaning up against a street light, looking back in his direction. The signal changed and McNeil crossed to the other side, continuing straight along the thoroughfare. Once out of sight, he spoke into the mike concealed under his lapel. 
 
    “I’m blown,” he said. 
 
    “How the hell can you be blown?” said Ross. 
 
    “He’s acting like he doesn’t want to be followed and he’s had a good look at me at least twice. I’m out. You’re in.” 
 
    By this time, Ross was already sitting in the Cresta Coffee House a few hundred meters from the intersection where McNeil had broken contact. She was sipping a cup of decaf when the target appeared in the door for a brief second before disappearing off to the side. 
 
    Ross was inexperienced but well briefed; no sudden movements, no overt actions. She counted to ten before gathering her belongings. Then she rose slowly from her seat and made her way outside. The target was nowhere in sight but if he kept to pattern, she knew exactly where he was going. Without looking back, she walked briskly to her car which was parked on a slope overlooking the recreation area. To the left there was a small playground with swings, a slide and a jungle gym and to the right was a lawn surrounded by a number of flower beds awash with the color of springtime blooms. Sitting between the two was an ornamental pond. 
 
    There was nothing she could do now except wait. She settled down in the driver’s seat and began the process once again. The good news was that it probably wouldn’t be for three hours this time. It wasn’t. The target appeared amongst the daffodils and hyacinths. Strolling between a pair of magnolia trees he skirted a bed of tulips before sitting on a bench overlooking the ornamental pond in the center of the park. 
 
    Ross opened the glove box and took out a pair of 10x50 binoculars with a built in recorder, the tinted windows of her vehicle giving her perfect cover. Bringing the target into focus she saw him sit back on the bench, gazing at the pond. Nearby, a mother and two young children were walking along the path. The older child – a boy of ten years or so – bent down to pick up some small stones which he hurled into the water. As the ripples spread across the surface, the target leaned forward as if to watch their progress. 
 
    Distracted by the mother and children, Ross almost missed it. Almost. She let out an involuntary ‘Ooh’ as the target leaned forward on the bench. His technique was so smooth it was almost sexy. 
 
    “Mission control,” she said into her mike. “We have touchdown.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6:  Breaker 
 
     Tycho City 
 
    In his usual meticulous and methodical manner, Commander Tobias Franklin placed the last of his uniform shirts in the suitcase and carefully smoothed them over to minimize creasing. He checked that all the corners were properly aligned and then laid his ties on top. In a separate compartment he arranged his shaving gear and toiletries, counting off the items according to the check list he’d prepared previously. With everything in order, he closed the zip fastener and placed the suitcase in the hallway. He still had a few minutes before the car came to pick him up and after that it was just a short drive to Loyola Field and the shuttle off world. 
 
    He’d be grateful to get away from Tycho, Trinity and everything that went with it. He’d be even more grateful to escape – even for a short time – the predicament he’d found himself in for the last two years. That of spy, traitor – a Judas who’d sold out his comrades for so many pieces of silver. So many times he’d prayed for a posting far away from Tycho, preferably to a world where the Combine had no intelligence assets, a world where he could disappear into the background and live out the rest of the war in anonymity. But it was not to be. 
 
    That said, six weeks away from Tycho was a great deal better that nothing, and away from the front lines at that. Six weeks touring a dozen possible locations for a new logistics base. One central enough to allow for a timely re-supply of Alliance assets but far enough from the border to put it out of reach of a Combine raid. He’d left a coded message in his usual dead drop informing Jacob that he’d be off-world for several weeks. When the message was decoded, Jacob – or whoever it was that did the decoding – would note the prefix ‘TNT’, the safe signal that would tell them that all was well and that the message was genuine. If the ‘TNT’ was missing, or there was something else in its place, Jacob would immediately know that Franklin had been compromised. 
 
    Franklin had once considered omitting the ‘TNT’ on purpose, wondering if Jacob and his cohorts would perhaps retreat and leave him in peace. They almost certainly would, he reflected – at least in the short term. But after that? If he hung around on Tycho, he’d be a marked man, a danger, a liability – someone privy to knowledge of the Combine’s intelligence community. And then one day in the not too distant future, one of Jacob’s scalp hunters would get in close enough to silence him – permanently. 
 
    As he waited for the car to arrive, he gazed through his front window, watching the passers-by go about their business. Some were in uniform but most were civilians. Franklin recalled Jacob’s remark about the war not yet having reached Tycho. It was true that apart from a few deep penetration raids early in the war, most of the fighting had taken place far from the Alliance capital. But though the planet itself was unblemished, many of the people walking up and down the busy street would be carrying their own personal scars; some physical, but the majority psychological. 
 
    The active servicemen and women would be counting down the days to their next rotation; a few of them aching to return to the fray but still more thanking providence for the respite. And then there would be the inevitable few for whom the prospect of returning to battle would fill them with feelings of dread. And as for the civilians, some of those people walking past his front door were probably living with the pain of losing a loved one; an ache that time would dull but never completely heal. Many more would be facing the agonies of waiting for a loved one to return; beseeching whatever gods they believed in that their sons and daughters would come safe home, praying daily that a knock on the door wouldn’t be answered to find a counselor from fleet social services standing on the doorstep – always a caring, compassionate soul, one well trained at softening the blow, but still a harbinger of death and misery. 
 
    Franklin wondered how much of that sorrow he might be personally responsible for. Into how many lives had he bought pain and despair? But wasn’t the uniform he was wearing dedicated to the task of inflicting pain and suffering on others? The enemy to be sure, but didn’t a man’s status as either loved one or hated enemy depend solely on the color of the flag beneath which he stood? And in the final reckoning wasn’t he still the same man? 
 
    Franklin shook his head and pushed his meanderings aside; they were thoughts he’d revisited many times before and knew it did no good to dwell on them. The only conclusions he could ever reach were that everyone was now the enemy and that he no longer had the slightest idea of who he was. 
 
    Finally, the car drew up at the sidewalk in front of his door. A marine corporal exited the vehicle, trotted smartly up the steps and rang the doorbell. 
 
    “Good morning, sir,” he said as Franklin opened the door. “May I take your bags?” By the time Franklin had locked his front door, the marine had transferred the bags to the vehicle’s trunk and was holding open the rear door. 
 
    As Franklin entered the car he was greeted by another officer seated inside – a colonel wearing the insignia of an engineering battalion. 
 
    “Hi,” said the colonel. “Hope you don’t mind sharing the ride. Seems we’re off to the same destination. Typical fleet planning – I didn’t get my orders until last night. I’m still trying to familiarize myself with the mission brief.” He waved a sheaf of papers for effect. “I take it you’re up to date with all this?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” said Franklin. 
 
    “Interesting reading, don’t you think? You have to wonder why they’d want to construct a full sized logistics base so far behind the lines. I can’t think of many reasons for doing so and none of them are good. Things must be worse than I thought. What’s your take on it?” 
 
    “Hard to say. If we’re thinking of pulling back, I guess we’ll need a reliable base to resupply from, but it doesn’t necessarily follow that–” 
 
    Franklin stopped mid sentence as something sharp jabbed into his thigh. The colonel was still holding the sheaf of papers in his left hand but in his right was a small syringe, the needle sharp and glistening. A look of surprise briefly registered in Franklin’s face before his world drifted out of focus and he slumped unconscious in the seat. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Franklin woke slowly. His throat was dry and there was a dull throbbing in his temples. With a groan, he forced open his eyes, the fog of sleep causing the lights above him to swim and dance across the ceiling. He raised his head from the pillow but was at once overcome by a wave of nausea, the glaring lights now spinning chaotically in front of his eyes. 
 
    He let his head fall back to the pillow and waited for his head to clear and his stomach to cease its tremors. Finally, he eased open his eyes and looked around, trying to make sense of his surroundings. He was lying on a plain bunk in a windowless cell, the room bare save for an ablutions unit in the corner and a camera fixed high up on the opposite wall. Sitting up slowly, his still jumbled mind noted with faint surprise that he was no longer wearing his service uniform. Instead, he was dressed in a simple grey jumpsuit. His personal possessions – his watch and ring – had also disappeared. 
 
    Where the hell was he? And what was he doing here? As he looked up at the camera, the memories of the car ride, the colonel and the syringe all rushed back into his mind. A cold chill swept up his spine as realization dawned; the moment he had been dreading for the past two years was finally upon him. 
 
    In the adjacent room, a man was studying the camera feed from Franklin’s cell. He watched the prisoner rise to his feet and sway unsteadily as he gazed around the room, a look of bewilderment fixed on his face. Then he appeared to notice the camera fixed upon the wall and the confused expression was replaced by one of unease.  
 
    The man pressed a button on his console and spoke into the microphone. “He’s awake.” 
 
    “How’s he looking?” 
 
    “Dazed, as expected.” 
 
    “Understood. Give him an hour and then bring him up.” 
 
    The hour Franklin spent alone in the cell was a long and restless one. Taking stock of his situation, he again wondered where he was. Wherever it was, it was off-planet for the gravity was just a little lighter than normal – exactly what you’d expect from gravity plating, so possibly a ship, though the lack of vibration suggested that he was on solid ground – Tycho’s moon or one of the facilities out in the asteroid belt, most likely, but he had no way of knowing. Before he could carry the thought forward, the cell door swung open and three men dressed in Alliance combat fatigues entered the room. Their physique and bearing told Franklin that they were the security detail. He also noted that their uniforms were devoid of insignia; what that told him he wasn’t quite sure. 
 
    “On your feet,” said one. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Franklin. 
 
    “The prisoner is not permitted to speak at this time. You are to come with us.” There was no emotion to the man’s voice but his demeanor clearly suggested that he would brook no argument. Franklin did as he was bid, one of the guards leading the way while the other two walked alongside, each firmly gripping one of Franklin’s arms above the elbow. 
 
    Franklin’s assumption that he was off world was correct, though he was aboard a small orbital facility rather than a moon or asteroid. Operated by the Intelligence Division, the facility was used as a secure location for debriefing friendly operatives and interrogating enemy agents. 
 
    The man charged with Franklin’s interrogation was Colonel Abe Wolfe, the facility’s administrator and also the chief interrogating officer of the Intelligence Division. To his colleagues he was known as the Breaker. It was what he did; he broke people, completely and utterly. Not through violence or torture, or even with the use of drugs, though the latter served as a useful adjunct to his natural skills. Wolfe utilized a cerebral approach; he saw the reduction of a subject as a purely psychological exercise – a study into the inner workings of their mind. He determined their strengths and weaknesses, identified their hopes and fears and then set about dismantling their psyche one piece at a time. At a later date – if deemed worth the time and effort – he might then reassemble the pieces in such a manner as to benefit the Alliance. 
 
    The first step was to apply abrupt and vigorous pressure, explaining to the subject exactly what was required of him, reminding him of his vulnerabilities and leaving him in no doubt as to the consequences of non co-operation. But all of this without an overt threat of violence. Carefully deployed, a veiled or implicit threat was a far more powerful weapon. 
 
    After that it, was a remorseless regime of coaxing, cajoling, prompting and prodding, most often conducted in shifts, depriving the subject of sleep and above all depriving him of the time to gather his wits and construct any kind of defense against the unrelenting psychological onslaught. 
 
    Then when the subject was at his lowest ebb, they would perhaps offer respite, give hope but just as soon take it away, chipping away at the man’s defenses until his very essence was laid bare.   
 
     From thereon, the objective was to gain the subject’s confidence, his trust and even, in some circumstances, his friendship. And once that goal had been achieved, the subject could be milked of every useful piece of information contained within his head. The stronger ones held out longer but the end result was always the same. By the time the Breaker had finished, most subjects felt an almost inner compulsion to give up all they knew. Franklin would be no different. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Franklin found himself sitting on a simple chair in the centre of a brightly lit, five meter square room. He was unrestrained, but two of the security detail stood either side of the door situated behind him. Out of sight but not out of mind. Cameras were fixed high up in each corner of the room and a large mirror was set in the wall to his right. What lay beyond the mirror didn’t take a lot of working out. A few meters in front sat a desk with several chairs arranged beyond. After what seemed an age, Franklin heard the sound of the door opening behind him. He half turned but was speedily rebuked. 
 
    “Eyes front!” barked one of the guards. “The prisoner will stand to attention!” 
 
    As Franklin rose to his feet, two men strode past and arranged themselves behind the desk in front. One was a lieutenant clothed in combat fatigues. The other, an army colonel, was wearing his No2 dress uniform. 
 
    The colonel opened a file and spent several minutes reading through the contents, never once glancing up at Franklin, who was left standing to attention. Finally, the colonel closed the file, pushed it aside and then looked Franklin straight in the eye. 
 
    “You are Commander T. R. Franklin, presently assigned to the 11th Transport Wing. Is that correct?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “You will address the colonel as sir,” snapped the lieutenant. 
 
    “Yes, sir. It is.” 
 
    “That’s better. My name is Wolfe. I assume you know why you are here?” 
 
    “Not entirely, sir,” said Franklin cautiously. “I’m not even sure where here is.” 
 
    “You are in a secure location off-world, but of course you will have worked that much out already. Exactly where is not your concern. As for why you are here, I think you already know. You have engaged in espionage and acts of treason against the state. This is a matter of neither conjecture nor debate. The evidence against you is as damning as it is irrefutable. At a date to be decided you will be formally charged and tried by court martial. I should advise you that the court martial is likely to return the death sentence. This may or may not be commuted to a lesser sentence depending on your co-operation. Do you understand what I have just said, Commander?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Franklin, visibly wilting, the faint hope that he had been detained for something other than his treachery evaporating into thin air. 
 
    “Then understand this. It is vital to the Alliance war effort that you disclose everything relating to your role as an enemy agent. We require a comprehensive account of your activities and it is my responsibility to ensure that you provide it. Your de-brief will begin immediately and I require you to answer our questions promptly, thoroughly, and with absolute truthfulness at all times. If you attempt to mislead or deceive us in any way, there will be consequences. These consequences will be severe. Again, do you understand?” 
 
    Franklin simply nodded. 
 
    “I require an answer, Commander,” barked Wolfe. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Franklin, startled by Wolfe’s abrupt change in tone. 
 
    “Very good. We will start at the beginning. Who recruited you?” 
 
    “Jacob,” said Franklin immediately. “It was a man called Jacob.” 
 
    “First name? Last name?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Franklin truthfully. 
 
    “And who is he, this Jacob?” 
 
    “I don’t know. In the beginning he told me he was a journalist.” 
 
    “And you believed him?” 
 
    “At the time, yes. He was very well versed in political and economic matters.” 
 
    “And where did you first meet?” 
 
    “It was a bar in Tycho City.” 
 
    “What bar? Where, exactly?” 
 
    “A place called the Blue Goose. On 31st and Brewer, over on the east side.” 
 
    “And this was when?” 
 
    “About two, two and a half years ago.” 
 
    “He approached you?” 
 
    “Not exactly. We were just talking.” 
 
    “About the war?” 
 
    “Not really, not at first… It was just normal stuff…” 
 
    “What can you tell me about this Jacob? Where is he from? Where does he live?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. He never said…” 
 
    “He never talked about his home, his family?” 
 
    “No, never.” 
 
    “And that didn’t strike you as strange?” 
 
    “No, not until it was too late.” 
 
    “Too late for what?” 
 
    Franklin shrugged. 
 
    “Answer the question, Commander.” 
 
    “I don’t know… too late to do anything about it.” 
 
    “Why was it too late? Why didn’t you try to back out?” 
 
    “I… I couldn’t.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you couldn’t? Why not? You must have been aware of your actions. Did you not consider the probable consequences?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Franklin, visibly troubled. 
 
    “So perhaps you’d agree that it’s a little late for regrets?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Franklin, staring down at the floor. 
 
    “So, let’s go back to your first meeting. Tell me again how it came about.” 
 
    Wolfe maintained a continuous barrage of questions, moving quickly from subject to subject without giving Franklin the opportunity to dwell on any particular answer. Two hours later and with Franklin already looking worn, Wolfe left the room to be replaced by another interrogator who went over the exact same ground, asking the exact same set of questions, any irregularity in Franklin’s responses being swiftly jumped upon. 
 
    Wolfe watched most of the interchange through the two way mirror. Biometric sensors built into Franklin’s jumpsuit confirmed what Wolfe already knew. The subject’s anxiety levels were high and rising, and even at this early stage he was exhibiting signs of mental collapse. Franklin had the demeanor of a boy who’d been caught red handed stealing from the cookie jar and now wished only to confess and be done with the whole affair. Unfortunately for him, it wouldn’t be quite that simple. It couldn’t be. Wolfe had been deadly serious when he’d told Franklin that he required a comprehensive account of his actions. There was nothing too inconsequential, nothing too trivial. Wolfe wanted it all. 
 
    Franklin’s ordeal was only just beginning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7:  Stalemate 
 
      
 
    Combine battle cruiser Gorgon  
 
    The damn things were everywhere, thought the Gorgon’s captain. His tactical officer had now catalogued over eighteen hundred disrupter units spread across his front. The Gorgon was holding position opposite Falkrys, the planet almost exactly at the centre of the Alliance front.  
 
      Surrounding his battle cruiser was an enlarged escort group, four heavy cruisers, a dozen destroyers and the same number of frigates, all modern, front line ships; the finest in the Combine inventory. All were closed up and ready for action. 
 
    The group’s primary mission was to map the disrupters in front of Falkrys and determine if there was a way through. After two days of intelligence gathering, the captain had come to the conclusion that there wasn’t. Not an easy one, at any rate. Positioned as it was, it was the system that the Alliance had put most effort into defending, and as far as the captain could tell, their preparations were just about complete. 
 
     The defense field formed a broad, convex plane facing out towards enemy space, half a light year in circumference and several light days deep. There were gaps in the field to be sure, some of them oh, so inviting, but the field was constructed in such a way as to give no direct route in-system. It would mean going in at an oblique angle and then turning in. Worse, the Gorgon’s sensors just couldn’t see far enough into the gaps to see what lay on the other side. There might be a defending fleet lying in wait. There might be mines. Possibly both, and with little room for maneuver he was loathe to go charging in to find out. His superiors were now of the same opinion. They’d been enticed into gaps in the field before – several times over the preceding weeks – only to be caught by a well drilled defending formation. Eventually, someone high enough the chain of command had figured out the Alliance strategy and called a halt to the attacks. 
 
    The captain had to give his Alliance counterparts their due – whoever designed that field had known their business. The only sure way to disable it would be to go in behind a great swarm of missiles. Blow a hole big enough to drive a division of battleships through and then slug it out on the other side. It would be costly, it would be messy and the battleship captains wouldn’t like it at all, but that was their problem, not his. 
 
    Another proposed solution would be the simple expedient of circumnavigating the concentrated disrupter field protecting Falkrys. It’s true that there were hundreds – if not thousands – of disrupter units littering the void between Falkrys and its neighboring systems, but a passage could likely be navigated with a few course changes along the way. Unfortunately, those course changes would alert the Alliance to what they were doing – they’d have to be blind to miss it. On top of that, the attacking force would need to slow and stop before turning in towards their target, and once again, all without accurate sensor data. And finally, they’d need to repeat it all for the journey back to Combine territory. It could work, but he wouldn’t like to be the first one to try. 
 
    The captain shook his head. Somehow they’d allowed the Alliance to force a stalemate, one that served them far better than it served the Combine. It was a damn mess, as was his secondary mission, which was to loiter around and try to tempt the Alliance out from behind that shield of theirs and give battle. So far, they had showed no signs at all of doing so. Why would they? Right now, the Alliance combat crews were probably sitting in their ships’ canteens drinking coffee. Meanwhile, the crew of the Gorgon and the other ships in the Combine formation were being forced to remain at action stations for the whole of their watch, their combat effectiveness gradually degrading hour by monotonous hour. Much more of this and they’d begin to lose their edge, and as fine a vessel as the Gorgon was, she was only as good as her crew. Luckily, this particular mission only had three more days to run. Apart from the fact that his crews needed some downtime, the list of minor repairs was mounting and some of his escorts – particularly the smaller frigates – were running low on consumables. 
 
    Three more days and they’d head back to Haalikon and join what was left of the 28th Battle Cruiser Squadron. Nominally five ships, but the Phax, Ballista and the Victorex had been withdrawn to somewhere deep inside Combine territory. Only the Specter was still on station at Haalikon. For whatever reason, the squadrons at Oneida and Ebron had been similarly reduced. The captain could only wonder why. Most likely was that they were training for an attack on Falkrys, the focal point of the whole front. Once the shield had been breached, the battlewagons would go in, engaging the Alliance’s own heavy units and smashing a hole in the line. That would be the signal for the battle cruisers to go pouring through the gap, brushing aside the enemy’s lighter units and coming around on the enemy’s rear. Well, that was the theory. 
 
    The upshot was that for the present, there were barely enough ships to go around. So he’d have at most forty eight hours in which to give the crew some R&R, refuel, rearm and then it was back on station opposite Falkrys. 
 
    What a way to fight a war. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Trinity Base 
 
    Even in retirement, Admiral Tarr was afforded two courtesies. First, he would forever be addressed as ‘Admiral’, and second, he was granted lifetime membership of the Officers’ Club at Trinity Base on Tycho, the Alliance capital. He had little interest in the first but after a suitable period of absence, took full advantage of the second. In his case he decided on three months as a suitable period. Time enough for the new regime to settle in without worrying about him looking over their shoulders, and time enough for the new breed of officer, the stream of new midshipmen and lieutenants, to regard him as an old buffer rather than lord and master. 
 
    Torrance was delighted to see Tarr back on the base. He would often find the old admiral sitting in his adopted chair at the western end of the lounge, chatting to midshipmen and generals alike as he sipped from a glass of dark, navy rum. Occasionally you could find him sitting alone, reading quietly, from time to time pausing to look out across the perfectly manicured lawns that lay on the other side of the bay windows. 
 
    On this particular day, Tarr sat watching the sun go down, slowly dipping behind the hangars over on the far side of the base, dark silhouettes stark against the orange and pink hues of the disappearing sun. As he watched the last rays dance around the sky, he heard the sound of approaching footsteps. 
 
    “That… is something I never tire of,” murmured Tarr without looking up. 
 
    “Then perhaps I should not disturb you,” said Torrance gently. 
 
    “Ah! Not at all. I do apologize, Jonathon. I rather imagined you to be yet another midshipman whose name I cannot remember. I regret I am at an age where they all tend to look the same. And then again you might have been Captain Willis. Insufferable man. I wish you’d have him posted, preferably to somewhere on the other side of Combine space.” 
 
    Torrance laughed. “I would be happy to oblige but alas, whilst I agree that Captain Willis is not the most agreeable of people, he happens to be very good at his job.” 
 
    “So I hear,” allowed Tarr. “So tell me, how goes the war?” 
 
    “I imagine that someone who has the ear of virtually every officer on the base could answer that question as well as the C-in-C himself.” 
 
    “You will doubtless be pleased to hear that they all tell me surprisingly little, just as security protocols dictate. Not that it matters, of course,” said Tarr with a gleam in his eye. “The stewards here at the OC overhear all and then tell me everything I need to know.” Torrance immediately turned to observe one on the white coated stewards who was carrying a tray of drinks to a table of middle ranking naval officers. 
 
    “I trust you are joking.” 
 
    “Probably, though it does indeed strike me that if I were an enemy agent, the Officers’ Club would be the perfect environment in which to ply my trade. Perhaps you should consider having all the stewards locked up.” 
 
    “Why stop at the stewards,” said Torrance bluntly. 
 
    Tarr scrutinized Torrance’s face for a moment. “You look like a man with something on his mind.” 
 
    “Perhaps we could take a stroll,” said Torrance. He led Admiral Tarr through the ante-room with its wood paneled walls bearing framed portraits of admirals and generals long gone, along a hallway and out through a side door which led to the gardens. As they left the building, the streetlamps along the pathways around the lawns were just flickering into light. 
 
    “One thing that we’ve always had is reasonably good intelligence,” said Torrance. “I’d like to say that you’d be amazed at the wealth of information that comes our way, but I’m sure you know the lists as well as I do: Combine shipbuilding capacity, shipbuilding schedules by class of ship, numbers of operational vessels, troop concentrations, planetary defenses, the state of their government, the state of their economy, public morale... All kinds of data, all accurate and all up to date... But what we never get is–” 
 
    “High value intelligence. Something solid. Something usable. Something that could win us a campaign, or just a tactical victory,” said Tarr. 
 
    “Exactly. We’ve never had an agent that highly placed – someone involved in their tactical or strategic planning, for example. Oh, we have any number of assets who can tell us when a particular battle group leaves orbit but no-one who can tell us details of their mission. Conversely, the enemy seems to be very well informed about some of our objectives. When we began deploying the warp field disrupters, the Combine started hitting us within days. We changed schedules and swapped sectors as a matter of course, but as often as not they still managed to appear in the right place at the right time. I doubt they were just lucky.” 
 
    “You think someone was feeding them information?” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” said Torrance. 
 
    “Have you spoken to our friends over in Intelligence?” 
 
    “I don’t think Brigadier Faulkner or anyone else over in Intelligence counts us among their friends. As a matter of fact I don’t think they like anyone very much – including each other. For what it’s worth, Faulkner tells me that they are actively and rigorously seeking out informants and enemy agents on all levels. He also told me that I will be notified of events on a need to know basis. I work on the premise that I need to know everything and I need to know it now.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, he’s right, though you and I might not like the idea.” 
 
    Torrance grunted. “I know. Faulkner’s a good man – perhaps the best there is. Can I ask you… when you were C-in-C, did you ever suspect that someone was feeding the Combine high value intelligence?” 
 
    “You’ve read the reports.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Torrance. “But I was thinking more about the kind of information that wouldn’t be in the reports.” 
 
    “What kind of information would that be?” asked Tarr innocently. 
 
    “Ah, well, if I knew that, then I’d know why it wasn’t in the reports. You’ll remember that during the year preceding Operation Zealous, the Combine launched a dozen raids into Alliance Space, all of which inflicted heavy damage.” 
 
    “How could I forget?” 
 
    “On almost every occasion, Combine units managed to avoid all of our defensive formations, hit their targets and retire – all except one raid when they ran straight into a carrier group near Doran 5. Even then, the carrier group wasn’t supposed to be there. It was a simple mistake – there was a mix up with the movement orders.” 
 
    “Go on,” said Tarr. 
 
    “And more recently, the Combine have enjoyed considerable success in locating and intercepting the transports constructing the disrupter net. We take a lot of measures to maintain security but with the best will in the world there’s only so much you can hide from the enemy. Most of our deployments involve a whole raft of orders filtering down the chain of command. Shortening the chain is something we need to look at but whatever we do, there is always the possibility of a leak somewhere along the line. To a degree, I accept that. What I don’t accept is getting hit every time we venture out of port. Someone with access to movement orders has been feeding information to the Combine and they’ve been doing it for some time. If it’s not someone high up then it’s someone close.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Tarr simply. He almost smiled at Torrance’s expression. “Well don’t look so surprised, Jonathon. What other explanation can there be?” 
 
    “So where does that leave us?” asked Torrance. 
 
    “Not quite as badly off as we were before,” said Tarr. “At least we have managed to narrow down the field somewhat.” 
 
    “We? Who exactly is we, Admiral? And why do I get the distinct impression that there is something you are not telling me?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8:  Intelligence 
 
      
 
    Fleet Intel, Trinity Base 
 
    Fleet Intelligence Headquarters sat in a secluded corner of Trinity Base. Largely hidden from view, it was surrounded by trees, a high fence topped with razor wire and even a wide moat, a legacy of the days when the site had been home to the base’s detention center. On his frequent visits to Fleet Intel, Torrance had often mused that all that was missing was a medieval style barbican gatehouse complete with drawbridge, portcullis and a company of crossbowmen patrolling the battlements. Instead, the complex had what was probably the next best thing, a secure checkpoint guarded by a platoon of riflemen in full battle armor. 
 
    Passing through the checkpoint, the car bypassed the main doors and drew up at a dimly lit side door. Exiting the vehicle, Torrance and Tarr were met by a pair of riflemen standing guard. Tarr removed a pass from his wallet and presented it to one of the soldiers who examined it closely, shining his flashlight back and forth from the pass and Tarr’s face. As he did so, his comrade stood by, rifle at the ready but with his finger on the trigger guard rather than the trigger itself. Not that Torrance or Tarr could know that. Satisfied, the rifleman snapped off a salute and ushered the two men inside. 
 
    The Director of Intelligence was a small, wiry man with hawkish features and steely blue eyes. Unmarried, he had been in the service the whole of his adult life. Noted for his Spartan existence, he neither drank nor smoked and spent virtually all his waking hours in his office. When he did venture home, it was to a small bachelor apartment on base. At fifty five years of age, Brigadier Faulkner was as fit as a man half his years and if there was anyone possessed of a sharper mind, Torrance had yet to meet him. 
 
    Visitors to Faulkner’s office were forever surprised at the bare simplicity of the room. Faulkner sat at a modest, wooden desk upon which invariably sat two small piles of folders, each neatly stacked and perfectly aligned with the edges of the desk. 
 
    Rows of bookcases lined three walls of the office, each filled with rank upon rank of files and folders – the collective secrets of the known universe. As with many offices for one of Faulkner’s seniority, the last wall was reserved for the collection of photographs which would celebrate the occupants’ previous tours of duty; a succession of images of ever larger vessels, snapshots taken with comrades in arms, photos taken posing with staff officers and the final obligatory picture taken while accepting a citation from the Commander in Chief himself. In Faulkner’s case the wall was bare save a single photograph of a woman dressed in an ensign’s uniform. The photograph was old and the colors faded. The face was young. 
 
    Faulkner was poring over a report when his secretary, a stern looking woman with swept back hair, ushered Tarr and Torrance into his office. 
 
    “Good evening, General,” said Faulkner, standing up to salute Torrance. He then nodded to Tarr. “Admiral. Please be seated, gentlemen.” 
 
    As Torrance waited for either Faulkner or Tarr to break the silence, he wondered why the room should be devoid of all the trappings usually associated with someone of Faulkner’s rank. Finally, Tarr cleared his throat. 
 
    “I apologize for the subterfuge, Jonathan.” 
 
    “Exactly which piece of subterfuge are you referring to?” 
 
    “I may have retired from my position of Commander in Chief but I am not completely retired, if you catch my meaning. After I stepped down, Brigadier Faulkner inquired if I might consider joining his staff in an advisory capacity.” 
 
    “Admiral Tarr’s knowledge and experience are commodities far too valuable to waste,” said Faulkner. “You see, General, I have a firm grasp of the workings of the Combine’s intelligence service and understand the finer points of their political system – both their strengths and their weaknesses, and how they may be exploited. I know exactly how their war machine operates. However, I freely admit that I sometimes lack an understanding of how their military leaders think. The thought processes that control their decision making – what prompts them to make one particular decision rather than another. As you may be aware, the admiral spent several tours in intelligence before transferring to command. In this respect, his insights have proved invaluable. In addition, without wishing to appear indelicate, I’m sure the general will agree that here within the Alliance, the intelligence community and the military hierarchy haven’t always seen eye to eye. Certainly they don’t always view events in exactly the same light. I thought Admiral Tarr might be able to bridge the gap.” 
 
     “There were other issues, of course,” said Tarr with unusual gravity. 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Jonathan, when I stepped down as C-in-C, it was for all the correct reasons. It was time for change. The Alliance needed new blood – a new leader. I recommended you as my successor because I thought you were the best man for the job. You are a gifted tactician and a born leader. You carry men along with you even at times like the present, when they could be forgiven for ducking for cover. But most of all, I trusted you. Not everyone agreed with me in that.” 
 
    “Really…? Who?” said Torrance, bristling slightly. 
 
    “Me, for one,” said Faulkner. 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “Forgive me, General, but you will realize that within the confines of my profession, trust is something that is never freely given, even tentatively.” 
 
    “I appreciate that trust generally has to be earned.” 
 
    “Won is perhaps the most accurate infinitive, purely from the point of view that trust can also be lost… though I concede that it is a moot point. The essential truth is that when one member of a group is known to be suspect, the group as whole falls under suspicion.” 
 
    “Exactly which group would you be referring to?” 
 
    “General, however unpalatable it may be, it is my belief that the Combine has been receiving high value intelligence from a high ranking source – someone at the top of the chain of command. The very top. According to Admiral Tarr, you share my concerns.” 
 
    Torrance looked over at Tarr, whose expression gave no clue as to what he was thinking. “Continue,” he said. 
 
    “May I ask what led you to that conclusion?” said Faulkner. 
 
    “Operation Zealous,” said Torrance. “Admiral Finch was intercepted as soon as he entered Combine space. He never even made it to the first target. There were the usual number of deployment and movement orders, any of which could have been intercepted by agents operating further down the chain of command… but as far as I can tell, the final objectives were known to only six men. Admiral Tarr, the Joint Chiefs – which included me – and Admiral Finch, who led the attack.” 
 
    “And there you have it,” said Faulkner. “Except it wasn’t six – it was just four. Admiral Tarr oversaw the general strategy but wasn’t involved in the tactical decision making and Admiral Finch, who led the attack, didn’t know the primary target until twelve hours beforehand. Too late for the Combine to organize the response that they came up with.  
 
    “Which is why, if you’ll forgive me, I was unwilling to place too much trust in you or any of the other Joint Chiefs. For the record, I implored Admiral Tarr to continue as C-in-C until we could investigate further but as usual the Admiral believed he knew best.” 
 
    “And as usual the admiral was right,” said Tarr, with just a trace of smugness. 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow,” said Torrance. 
 
    “The Combine is a formidable enemy,” began Faulkner. “Their military apparatus enjoys significant support from the senate the general population alike.” 
 
    “I sometimes wish I could say the same,” said Torrance. 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” said Faulkner. “But that support comes at a price – high expectations, some of which are realistic, others not. It would seem that the Combine government has been assuring the populace that victory was within their grasp. As a direct consequence, both the Combine military and intelligence services have been pressured to come up with results. And the result of that is that they have overplayed their hand. Operation Zealous was a key victory for them but it has cost them heavily in the espionage stakes. They have broken one of the fundamental rules of espionage – they failed to protect their source, one that could have continued passing information for years to come, all in relative security. As things stand, their agent must know – or at least suspect – that his cover is close to being blown.” 
 
    “And you believe you have narrowed down the field?” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” said Faulkner, passing a photograph across the table. “Do you know this man?” 
 
    “Commander Franklin,” said Torrance. “A good man. If I remember correctly, he’s an operations officer in Transport Command.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, he’s not as good as you think. He was arrested for espionage several weeks ago.” 
 
    “Franklin?” said Torrance in surprise. 
 
    “We have a full confession. As I believe you said yourself, General, the Combine exhibited an uncanny ability in locating the groups constructing the shield. Franklin was feeding them all the information they needed. Units, times, locations, the lot.  
 
    “At first I wondered if the same person that blew Operation Zealous was somehow responsible,” continued Faulkner, “but in this case, the leak must have been lower down the chain, someone with direct access to fleet movement orders. Construction of the shield involved thousands of personnel, fourteen bases and three different military branches. The warp field disrupters were assembled and initialized by four separate engineering battalions, all of which were based in different sectors. Strike Command, which provided the escort, operated from eight different bases in six different sectors. The only common denominator was the transport fleet, or more accurately the wing of specially adapted G86 Heracles transports whose orders originated from one single command.” 
 
    “Where Franklin was stationed,” said Torrance. 
 
    “Right here on Trinity Base, right under our noses.” 
 
    “How did you track him down?” 
 
    “Patience, diligence and legwork, mostly. Contrary to popular belief, the counter-espionage business is a singularly monotonous one. We had teams of agents watching Franklin – and a number of others, I should add – around the clock. Ironically, in the end he gave himself away by being too careful.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow,” said Torrance. 
 
    “Franklin was creature of habit. Like many officers, he spent the majority of his time on base but spent his weekend furloughs at his home. When he returned to his home, he generally made a trip to the local K-Mart to pick up some groceries, after which he called in at the dry cleaners to pick up his freshly laundered uniforms. Apart from that, he usually stayed at home. We had his house bugged and we also monitored his private communications but nothing out of the ordinary showed up. We almost gave him a clean bill of health but there were a few occasions when he left his car at home and walked to a shopping center a kilometer or so away from his home. He called in a coffee shop, stayed for half an hour or so and then returned home by way of a small park complete with flower gardens and an ornamental pond.” 
 
    “And what is so striking about that?” said Torrance. 
 
    “On one of his expeditions, the agents tailing him said that he appeared to be using basic field-craft.” 
 
    “Field-craft?” 
 
    “If you are concerned about the possibility of being followed, there are some simple precautions that you can take. Doubling back on your route, stopping to look in a shop window, hopping in and out of a taxi, that kind of thing – basic skills that we train our own agents to do, and things we train our counter intelligence people to look out for. I’ve no doubt the Combine train their operatives just as well. Franklin appeared to be watching his back. That in itself raised the suspicions of the operatives trailing him and that’s how we finally got the breakthrough; Franklin was using the park as a dead drop.” 
 
    “A drop off point for stolen data.” 
 
    “Exactly. On previous occasions we’d observed him walk around the flower gardens, very often stopping to sit on a bench facing the pond. The actual drop off was so deft that our operative almost missed it. He would take his hands from his pockets and sit forward with his hands on the edge of the bench, his fingers pressed to the underside. It’s a common enough pose but one that facilitated the drop, allowing him to fix a small capsule to the underside of the bench.” 
 
    “Where is Franklin now?” 
 
    “In a safe place, far from prying eyes,” was all that Faulkner would allow. 
 
    “And what has he told you?” 
 
    “Everything, of course. It’s inevitable. As it happens, Franklin broke fairly quickly – once he realized that his position was untenable he volunteered everything he knew.”  
 
    “All of which is reliable?” 
 
    “We use alternative methods to check for consistency. Don’t worry, gentlemen,” said Faulkner as Tarr raised an eyebrow. “The days of thumbscrews and the rack are long gone. Chemical and hypnotic techniques are both quicker and more reliable. A triumph of practicality over barbarism, if you will.” 
 
    “Call me callous but I can’t help wondering if I prefer the old fashioned way in this particular case,” said Tarr. “I can understand someone who believes it morally wrong to take up arms against his fellow man. I can even understand a man who lacks the will or the courage to fight, but there’s something abhorrent about a man who betrays his comrades, whatever the cause.” 
 
    “Did Franklin say why he turned?” asked Torrance. 
 
    “He said it started off with a few drinks in a bar. You know how it goes... someone asking how the war is going. He got talking and a few rounds later he was talking too much. All low level stuff of course – the kind of thing an enemy agent could have found in the morning newspaper. Franklin probably didn’t even realize he was being groomed. He should have, but didn’t. He was already in dangerous territory when he got involved with a girl who looked a lot older than she was. She was a plant, of course, and with Tycho’s laws regarding statutory rape being uncommonly severe – and rightly so, I might add – Franklin found himself facing professional ruin along with a long jail sentence. You can imagine the rest – they blackmailed him for what he was worth and that was that. The worst of it is that he could have asked for help but he was too scared, too proud or too stupid to try.” 
 
    “Instead of which, he got a lot of our people killed,” Tarr grunted in disgust. 
 
    “What will happen to him now?” said Torrance. 
 
    “Before his arrest, we arranged for him to be sent out on an inspection tour. As far as his handlers are concerned, he’s presently away surveying possible locations for a new base. To maintain the charade, we’ve requisitioned a survey vessel – manned by our own people, of course, one of whom will be travelling under Franklin’s identity. All being well, his handlers will be completely unaware that he has been detained. His debrief is almost at an end, after which he will be offered the choice of a court martial – which could very well return the death sentence – or perhaps returning to duty, in which case we’ll make sure that he’s working for us instead of the enemy, passing on only that information which we see fit. To give us an edge we’ll get him transferred out of Transport Command and into a post where he’ll have access to a wider range of information. Fleet Operations here on Trinity Base would be ideal. He’d have access to all kinds of intelligence – most of it low level, of course, but in time we could up the ante if it suited our needs.” 
 
    “Can he be trusted?” 
 
    “Not in the normal sense of the word, no. He’ll never be trusted again, though we will grant him privileges depending on his compliance and good behavior. In the end, it’s in our own interests to make him feel valued and treat him accordingly.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t there be some prearranged signal, some way for him to warn his handlers that his cover has been blown?” 
 
    “Almost certainly, but we’ve impressed on him the importance of not attempting to do so. It goes without saying that he will be watched very carefully. He will be electronically tagged and a counter intelligence team will follow him every time he ventures off base. Any indiscretions will bring a swift end to what little liberty he has, and perhaps even to his life. There is no statute of limitations on treason.” 
 
    “So who was Franklin reporting to? Have you identified his contacts?” 
 
    “No. As always, that’s the hard part. Our adversaries have been meticulous in both their preparation and precautions. As I said, Franklin was using a dead drop. We kept the site under surveillance, waited for the pick-up and sure enough, someone showed up within hours. Unfortunately, he seems to be nothing more than a mule, an unemployed roustabout and part time drug user. We had his apartment searched – covertly, of course – and found a short range burst transmitter hidden at the back of a cupboard. It’s small, easy to use and almost certainly the method used to pass on the data.” 
 
    “And there’s no way to intercept such transmissions?” 
 
    “Theoretically, yes, but the problem is that the data package is encoded at source and then embedded into a carrier wave, typically something that mimics the emissions of just about any hand held device. There are millions of messages going back and forth every day. It’s impossible to analyze them all.” 
 
    “And equally impossible to trace the destination.”  
 
    “Quite so. We’ll keep the mule under surveillance but I don’t expect him to make direct contact with Franklin’s handlers.” 
 
    “A dead end, then.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” said Faulkner. “Franklin has already provided us with a considerable amount of useful information. We’ve learned a lot about how his particular cell operates and some of the codes and signals that are used. We also have a good description and psychological profile of his handler who we assume – because of the short range nature of the mule’s transmitter – resides either in or around Tycho City. With Franklin’s help, we are hopeful of making a positive identification, after which we’ll be able to ascertain whether he is running any other agents. With any luck we’ll be able to infiltrate the cell and roll it up altogether – but only when the time is right. I can’t stress how important a breakthrough this is.” 
 
    “Fine work, Brigadier,” said Torrance, nodding his approval. “But returning to the Operation Zealous failure, if we were betrayed by a highly placed Combine asset, how does this help narrow the field?” 
 
     “Because Franklin has one more piece of information – the jewel in the crown, if you will. He has knowledge of a spy at the top of the Alliance chain of command… The very, very top.” 
 
    “And?” said Torrance. 
 
    “The Combine call him Kingpin. He is by far their most valuable asset. Franklin doesn’t know him by name, but what he does know is that the spy holds the rank of admiral. He’s a naval officer, and someone who would – if necessary – identify himself to Franklin with the code words ‘noble effort’.” 
 
    “Which is why the field has narrowed, Jonathan,” said Tarr. “The Joint Chiefs consist of you, General Leyland of the Army, General Vandenberg of the Marines and the two Admirals. Admiral Monk of the Battle Fleet and Admiral Stewart of the Carrier Fleet.” 
 
    “And there you have it,” said Faulkner. “Admiral Monk, or Admiral Stewart. Place your bets…” 
 
    Torrance rubbed his temples as he absorbed the news. Monk or Stewart? Stewart or Monk? In any other circumstances, the knowledge that they were close to a breakthrough would have heartened him, but right now it was having the exact opposite effect. Admiral Monk was an outstanding leader and also a close, personal friend. Stewart was standoffish and blunt and not an easy person to like but Torrance had fought alongside him in many an engagement and had long since learned to appreciate the man’s courage and resourcefulness, especially under fire. That either one could be conspiring with the enemy was unimaginable. 
 
    “You are wondering if we have miscalculated,” said Faulkner. It was a statement rather than a question. 
 
    Torrance blew out his cheeks. “How much of what Franklin said can we trust? He might well believe that either Monk or Stewart in their employ of the Combine, but is it not possible that it’s deliberate misinformation? Could it be that the idea was planted in his mind for precisely this eventuality? Even in capture they could be making use of him.” 
 
    “We’ll make an intelligence officer out of you yet,” said Faulkner. “Yes, it is possible, maybe even likely, but unfortunately we have no way of knowing.” 
 
    “Either way,” said Tarr. “We can’t simply ignore it.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Faulkner. 
 
    “What do you suggest?” said Torrance. “Remove both of them?” 
 
    “Which might be just what the Combine wants us to do…” 
 
    “An interim measure could be to disband the Joint Chiefs,” said Tarr. “Revert back to the old system of independent commands all under the oversight of the C-in-C. I don’t like the idea very much – it might improve security but it would reduce the flow of information between the various branches. The whole point of the Joint Chiefs is to encourage co-operation and to cut down on inter-service rivalry.” 
 
    “Making any changes would be a mistake,” said Faulkner. “For the time being, I recommend we assume that either Monk or Stewart is suspect and then move to identification and capture. Whoever it is, we need him to show his hand and for that we need to give him a reason to do so. We need to supply him with bait – a big, fat juicy worm that will make him rise to the surface.” 
 
    “Is there anything coming through strategic planning that we could use?” said Tarr. 
 
    Torrance shook his head. “Not really. We have a number of theoretical offensive strategies, all of which are continuously updated. The problem is that none of our offensive plans are viable at present. We simply don’t have the necessary forces at our disposal, and those we do have are mostly engaged in enforcing the Shield.” 
 
    “And when is that likely to change?” 
 
    “Not in the immediate future. One thing we do have at our disposal is a flotilla of the new Z class destroyers which are just completing their working up exercises. We’re considering a series of offensive sweeps just inside Combine space. See if we can pick off one of their scouting groups. Maybe carry out a few destructive raids on their outer lying systems. It’s what the Zeds were designed for.” 
 
    “Hardly enough to tempt our target,” said Faulkner. “On the other hand, it’s something we could feed to Franklin – it will help maintain his credentials with his handlers. We just need to make sure there are enough inaccuracies in the information to protect our own forces. If you are in agreement, of course, General.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Torrance. “And the two admirals?” 
 
    “We put them under the strictest surveillance,” said Tarr. 
 
    “If one of them is working for the Combine, they’ll make a mistake sooner or later,” said Faulkner. “They all do. And General, I shall need your written permission to intercept and monitor the personal communications of Admirals Monk and Stewart. It’s a legal requirement in the case of flag officers.” 
 
    Torrance nodded his agreement, feeling slightly tainted as he did so. “You’ll have it in the morning, Brigadier. Well, gentlemen, it appears we have work to do. If there is nothing else on the agenda, I suggest we call it an evening.” 
 
    Torrance and Tarr drove back to the Officers’ Club in silence, each very much lost in his own private thoughts. Finally, Tarr broke the silence. 
 
    “You know, it occurs to me that in different circumstances, if Franklin had been captured eight or nine months previously, you’d be signing orders to have my communications monitored along with those of Monk and Stewart.” 
 
    “Yes, I expect I would.” 
 
    “I thought so,” said Tarr. “Good man.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
     Even before Torrance and Tarr had crossed the moat surrounding Intelligence HQ, another officer found himself ushered into Brigadier Faulkner’s office. Ostensibly a major of marines, he’d spent most of his career attached to the intelligence division, first in counter intelligence and then as an undercover operative – a spy, though to his colleagues in the Alliance intelligence community he was only ever referred to as an agent. ‘Spy’ was a designation reserved solely for the operatives of the enemy. 
 
    Spy. The word conjured up notions of deviousness, dishonesty, underhand skullduggery. For his own part, the major preferred the title of intelligence gatherer. He was one of the small but exclusive club who had, at one time or another, plied their trade in enemy territory. The job wasn’t without peril, but the dangers could be mitigated, mostly by strict adherence to procedure and protocol. And for the occasions when that wasn’t enough, the agent in question could fall back on his or her own particular skills and abilities; some natural, some honed by years of training. Combat skills – both armed and unarmed – were useful, essential even, but first and foremost were self reliance and the ability to think quickly and clearly. Other prerequisites were a modicum of courage and the ability to remain calm in the face of danger. Conversely, an over abundance of courage could be a disadvantage. Much more useful was the capacity to understand fear, recognize it for what it was and then have the power to control it. The major’s ability to do so had saved his life on more than one occasion. Ironically, his moment of greatest peril had arrived when least expected. 
 
    Crossing the no-man’s land between Alliance and Combine space was a delicate exercise. Apart from the frequent border patrols, there were a host of mines, warp disrupters, listening stations and border forts, all of which had to be negotiated. However, with care, planning and the right kind of vessel – generally something small with a low power signature – the crossing could be made with relative impunity. Indeed, smugglers managed to do it all the time, much to the chagrin of both the Alliance and the Combine. 
 
    It was plain bad luck that the major’s courier vessel should be bounced by a Combine scout almost exactly half way across no man’s land, each ship en route back home to friendly space. The encounter was short and sharp. No damage was inflicted on the Combine scout but the courier lost its starboard sub-light engine along with partial life support. The major lost his left arm below the elbow. He would later reflect that both he and his ride had got off lightly. The enemy must have been low on fuel – or simply in a hurry to get home – or they would surely have come about to finish the job. As it was, he’d arrived back in friendly space barely alive. The medics who attended him were surprised that he’d survived at all. There was little oxygen left in the cabin and barely enough blood left in his body to carry it to his vital organs. But survived he had, and now, several months later, he was ready to rejoin the ranks. Not in a role he would have chosen, to be sure, but these things were beyond his control. At least his old commander, CIC Intelligence, had asked to see him before he was finally discharged into normal service.   
 
    “Come on in, Major,” said Faulkner. “It’s good to see you. Take a seat.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “You’re looking well. Much better than the last time I saw you, I’m happy to say. How are you keeping?” 
 
    “I could be a whole lot worse, all things considered. They tell me that we were lucky to have made it back at all, and after reading the reports I’m inclined to agree.” 
 
    “And the arm?” 
 
    “Finished rehab a while back. Only problem is that my damned immune system keeps rejecting the cybernetic implants.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Faulkner. “I thought they had drugs for that eventuality. What’s the problem?” He already knew, but it did no harm to ask. 
 
    “Some kind of genetic abnormality. I’m missing a gene which activates something or other which blocks something else. Or perhaps it’s the other was around. Hell, ask the medicos. Upshot is that I have a supercharged immune system. Always wondered why I never catch a cold. Now I know. I’ve been booked in for a course of gene therapy. Couple of month’s treatment and I’ll be ready for another shot at the implants. And then, with any luck, I can exchange this,” he raised his prosthetic left arm, “for something with a little more function.” 
 
    “I certainly hope it all works out,” said Faulkner. “I think we owe you that much. I hear that in the meantime, you’ve been given a new posting.” 
 
    “Yes, Loyola Field, in the Fleet Liaison Office, of all places,” said the major with a barely stifled groan. 
 
    “Do I detect a slight note of dissatisfaction?” asked Faulkner innocently. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong. It’s great to be back, but shuffling papers all day isn’t the kind of work I’m used to and it sure isn’t what I joined up for.” 
 
    “I daresay you’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “I sincerely hope not. Whose bright idea was it to post me to Fleet Liaison, anyway?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, it was mine,” said Faulkner with a half twinkle in his eye. “Oh, don’t look so indignant, Major. I think you know me well enough to realize that everything I do is for a reason.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the major, his interest piqued. 
 
    “And now that you are up and about, I was wondering if you might be interested in coming back to work for us. In a real job, not shuffling papers around, as you put it, though I should point that such work is, in its own way, just as vital.” 
 
    “A real job? You mean field work?” 
 
    Faulkner nodded. 
 
    “I’m in,” said the major without preamble. “Though to be honest, I imagined my days of working in the field were at an end.” 
 
    “Well, we won’t be sending you back across the border, that’s for certain. However, there’s a job going closer to home, and one for which I think you might be perfectly suited.” 
 
    “I see. What’s the brief?” 
 
    “Counter intelligence,” said Faulkner. “We’ve recently gained intelligence about a Combine cell operating within the confines of Tycho City. We already have a link – a captured informer who we believe we can turn and use to our advantage. However, as you are well aware, running a double agent carries risk, so how successful the endeavor will be remains to be seen.” 
 
    “And you want another avenue of attack.” 
 
    “Precisely. The bad news is that we have precious little to go on. The cell is led by a man known to us as Jacob. We have a description but not much else. What we do know is that he first made contact with the informer in a bar over on the east side.” 
 
    “The industrial sector. It figures.” 
 
    “That’s right. Not quite a hotbed of revolution but nonetheless home to a fair collection of militants, political activists and the like. It’s the logical place for the enemy to recruit agents.” 
 
    “I imagine a disaffected serviceman with a prosthetic limb might fit right in,” suggested the major. 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” said Faulkner. “A malcontent, a man at odds with himself, his peers and the war in general, not to mention a man assigned to a post in the Fleet Liaison Office, one with access to a wide range of signals – signals that might be worth a great deal to the right person. A Combine spy, for example.” 
 
    “Which is why I find myself posted to Loyola Field...” 
 
    “Exactly. Think of it as a necessary adjunct to your new day job.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Here’s your mission brief,” said Faulkner, handing over a file to the major. “You’ll pose as Staff Sergeant Dan Powers. It’s a persona you’ve used before, so there will be people who can confirm your identity should the enemy go digging. Of late, you have been assigned to a logistics group. Your injuries were sustained when Combine forces attacked your supply convoy – I imagine it’s close enough to the truth for you to paint a vivid picture of the experience. After a period of recovery and rehab, you’ve been posted to a desk job on Loyola Field, close enough to the capital to allow frequent visits. A set of medical and service records has already been prepared and embedded in the fleet database. And here,” he passed a thick envelope across the table, “are your necessary documents – passport, ID card, driving license and the like. I understand you report to the Fleet Liaison Office next week.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “As you might imagine, no-one will be privy to your real mission. Not even your new CO, so remember to stay in character at all times. Other than that, how you carry out the assignment is entirely up to you. Just try to stay out of trouble, understood?” 
 
    “Roger that, sir. Is there any timeframe?” 
 
    “No. Just put yourself about and see what turns up. In normal circumstances, I’d say that the operation is a long shot, which of course is just the nature of the beast. On the other hand, over the past few months there have been signs of an increase in Combine intelligence gathering activity across the board. It could point to some kind of urgency on their part. If so, there is the very real possibility that they will overreach themselves, and that may provide opportunities – opportunities I have no intention of missing. So there you have it, Major. Any questions?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Very good. Keep us informed. Oh, and Major?” 
 
    “Sir?”  
 
    “It’s good to have you back.”           


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9:  Force Z 
 
    Trinity Base, Tycho 
 
    Commander Franklin looked at the figure gazing back at him from the mirror; it was not the same person he had known just a few months previously. The man before him had lost weight – several kilos – which had made him tighten his belt an extra notch and caused his uniform jacket to sag slightly at the shoulders. The face too was thinner, almost gaunt, but with a dark puffiness underneath the eyes. The eyes themselves were darting, as if expecting danger at every turn. But the greatest changes lay underneath and were invisible to the naked eye. As promised, Colonel Wolfe’s interrogation had broken him, completely and irrevocably. It was as if his very soul had been laid bare, picked over, dissected and then scattered to the winds. In a very real sense, the old Commander Franklin had ceased to exist. His memories were still intact, as was his guilt, but his hopes, dreams and desires had somehow vanished. Even the visions of the girl had ceased. She was part of the old regime. Franklin was now living in the new, a brand new order with rules and regulations he was bound to obey. It was the price of his life, and despite all his previous thoughts of ending it himself, it was a life he now cherished, one he clung to. 
 
    At precisely 08:00 he left his bachelor quarters on Trinity base and headed off to his new assignment in Fleet Operations. He was being watched, he knew – they’d said he would be; they’d advised him to accept it, live with it and take full advantage of the opportunity that he had been offered. And so he would. Commander Tobias Franklin, Desk 2B, Fleet Operations. His back straightened and he picked up the pace, striding along the sidewalk with a new found purpose. Above him, the morning sun broke through the cloud cover, causing nearby songbirds to unite in chorus. Franklin breathed in deeply of the morning air. It was good to be back, and it was even better to be alive. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
     Alliance destroyer Zenith 
 
    During the three decades since hostilities had commenced, over fifty new types of warship had entered service with the Alliance fleet. Over half of those had emerged in the first four or five years of the conflict as the Alliance geared for war and its industrial machine got into its stride. Some marks, poorly designed and rushed into service without adequate testing, were just as quickly rushed out again as something bigger and better came off the drawing boards. Even the best of the vessels from the early years were soon found wanting as both sides funneled billions of credits into weapons research. And then it became a race – a race to design ever more potent weapons, ever more robust armor and ever more powerful engines, installing them in vessels that would kill the enemy faster and more efficiently than ever before but still offer the very best protection to their crews. Always the mantra was bigger, better, faster. But however much the designers played with their slide rules, there were always compromises to be made, a trade-off between weapons, armor, speed, agility and range. Heavier weapons required bigger hulls, which required more armor. That meant more weight and the need for larger engines, and even larger hulls to accommodate the necessary fuel cells and still more armor to protect them. The circle was endless. 
 
    And so compromises were made. Well armed and armored ships paid a large forfeit in terms of speed and maneuverability. The fleet’s heavyweights – the battleships – filled this category. The battle-cruisers gave up a portion of their armor in return for improved speed and acceleration. And so down through all the lighter vessels, the cruisers, destroyers, frigates, sloops and corvettes, and finally to the fighters, who dispensed with virtually all protection in the quest for speed and agility. 
 
    Some years down the road, a historian might describe the Alliance inventory through the conflict as a mixed bag; several truly abysmal designs which had cost more than a few poor souls their lives, a smattering of mediocre stop gaps, a selection of good, solid, workaday types and one or two excellent designs. 
 
    The same historian might reflect that just occasionally, the teams of architects and planners came together to produce an object of almost pure military perfection. One such example would be the latest Z class destroyer. It helped that a new lightweight, polymer armor had recently become available, as had a new type of power cell, less than half the size of its contemporaries. Upgraded weapons suites and engines just added to the bargain, such that the fleet’s recently commissioned Z Class destroyers were the very finest examples of their kind. 
 
    The Zenith drifted slowly in the void between Nerys and Falkrys, two of the planets that made up the shield. Fresh from its working up exercises, Zenith was large for a destroyer but smaller than the cruisers which made up the backbone of the Alliance fleet. She had the speed and agility of the former but all the firepower – and more – of the latter. Armed with Halo proton beam projectors, Banshee missiles and Gatekeeper point defense systems, she was designed to crush anything of comparable size and evade anything larger. The Z class destroyers were a new breed of warship with a new mission – to prowl enemy convoy routes and destroy shipping. 
 
    If there was a better job going anywhere in the fleet, Captain Tyrell would like to hear about it. He’d spent the last year testing out the Z-class prototype while working alongside the Zenith’s builders at the Tortuga shipyards. He knew every inch of the ship, he knew every quirk, every vice (there were always a few) and every virtue. And most importantly, he knew how to exact the absolute best from an already excellent vessel. 
 
    Off the Zenith’s bows lay her sister ships, the Zodiac and the Zephyr. The three Zeds had rolled out of the shipyards almost together. After three months of working up exercises – an endless series of drills and simulations – they were fuelled, armed and provisioned and in the captain’s own words were ready to rock and roll. All they were waiting on was the signal to proceed. 
 
    “Coded signal from Tac-com,” said the com officer. “Order 517 confirmed. Proceed best speed. Stout hearts.” 
 
    “Very good,” said Tyrell. “Signal Zodiac and Zephyr – make the jump to hyperspace on my mark.” 
 
    “Zodiac and Zephyr standing by.” 
 
    “Mark.” 
 
    The three ships shimmered against the blackness before disappearing into hyperspace in a blaze of light. Thirty minutes later they were nearing the Shield, with Combine space just beyond. 
 
    “Warp disrupter net dead ahead – within range in thirty seconds,” said the nav officer. “Transmitting  deactivation codes.” 
 
    As the Zenith, Zodiac and Zephyr approached, the disrupter directly ahead shut down for the briefest of moments, powering back up as soon as the three ships had flashed across the border into Combine space. 
 
    “How long to target?” said Tyrell. 
 
    “At present speed, eighteen hours, fifteen minutes, sir.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Tyrell paced slowly around the bridge, checking each console as he passed by. Satisfied, he turned to the Zenith’s executive officer, Lt. Commander Baxter. “XO, I believe it’s time to address the crew.” 
 
    “All hands, all hands, this is the captain. You will be delighted to hear that we have just crossed into enemy territory and are now officially in harm’s way. In the unlikely event that you aren’t delighted, I regret to inform you that you have chosen the wrong profession. Our target for tonight is the Combine system of Sjhakar, a busy transport hub and home to a flotilla of cruisers and its associated escort group. We will be dropping out of warp on the edge of the system from where we will attack targets of opportunity. Our objective is to wreak havoc – hit first, hit hard and then retire before they have the chance to regroup. In other words, it’s payback time. This is what we joined up for. It’s what this ship was built for. Remember your training, listen to your officers, trust in your crewmates and we’ll do just fine. Captain out.” 
 
    “Nicely done,” said Baxter. “You even managed to make me feel inspired.” 
 
    “Piece of cake,” said Tyrell nonchalantly.  
 
    “Yeah, well let’s just hope that Combine commander at Sjhakar doesn’t share your motivational skills.” 
 
    “Have a little faith, XO.” 
 
    “Oh, I do, sir, I do,” said Baxter with a grin. 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Anyway, whatever he comes up with, it’s going to famous last words because we’re going to give him and the Combine a damn good kick up the ass.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Alliance Intruder One-nine 
 
    Three light hours outside the Sjhakar system, an Alliance reconnaissance platform drifted silently in the blackness. The Intruder had entered Combine space twenty four hours previously, taking for itself the honor of being the first of its class to enter enemy territory. With a crew of two she was fast and above all stealthy. Major Doug Simms maintained a light grip on the control stick while his other hand rested on his knee near the throttle actuator. He didn’t expect to have to use either in a hurry but you could never be sure. Sitting beside him, the Intruder’s systems officer was monitoring the electro-magnetic and sub-space radiation emanating from within the Sjhakar system. Lieutenant Dan Jeffries was confident that he now had a clear picture of all the assets within the system, and with the Intruder rigged for silent routine he was equally confident that none of those assets would be able to locate him. 
 
    The first phase of the mission had been to skirt the border looking for a safe crossing. As soon as the opportunity had presented itself, Simms had darted across and then began picking his way to the target system, Jeffries plotting the positions of Combine defenses and border patrols as they went. Before arriving at Sjhakar they’d transmitted the intelligence to Alliance HQ in a subspace micro burst. 
 
    Their mission now was to stay covert but to observe all. And observe they did. During the twelve hours they’d been on station, Jeffries had constructed an accurate picture of all assets within the system. His top priority had been the location of the system’s defending warp disrupters. Two were far away on the other side of the system. The third lay almost dead ahead and was the Alliance’s gateway into the system. Now it was just a matter of timing. A coded signal from Tac-com told the Intruder that the assault force had crossed the border and was on its way, time stamp T minus twelve. Twelve hours to arrival. 
 
    Jeffries fed the data into his console and let the onboard computers do the rest. A timer on his weapons console counted down the seconds to launch. As the counter hit zero, a hatch in the Intruder’s belly flipped open and a pair of Lancer missiles dropped free. Far smaller than the ship killing Banshees, Lancers were designed specifically for eliminating warp disrupters, though they were equally adept at smashing satellites, orbital batteries or any other platforms that were incapable of maneuver. Once clear of the Intruder, the Lancer’s engines ignited and began accelerating the projectiles to their terminal velocity of point three light. The main engines would exhaust their fuel less within minutes; from there, small reaction jets would guide the missiles on the final leg of their journey, all the time homing in on the sigma waves emitted by the disrupters. The Lancers were solid shot, hit-to-kill kinetic rounds, the half kilogram ceramic warheads flashing to plasma on impact. A small warhead, tiny even, one that could be held in a child’s hand, but the ultra high impact velocity guaranteed that the total energy output was immense; both the warp disrupter and the Lancer would be reduced to their constituent atoms. 
 
    As the missiles sped away, Jeffries turned his attention to his threat board. The Intruder was stealthy but the Lancers weren’t; the electromagnetic footprint of the missiles’ launch would now be expanding outwards at the speed of light. By the time the Combine assets in-system picked up the signal it would already be too late – the disrupter array would be junk, but that didn’t mean they were safe from units outside the system. 
 
    “Time to relocate, I think,” said Jeffries. 
 
    “Agreed,” said the Simms. He brought the engines online and instigated a short range jump, dropping back into real space ten million kilometers from their previous position. “How are we looking?” he asked as the distant Sjhakar sun once more appeared in the far distance. 
 
    “The Lancers are running steady and true. Estimate impact in eleven hours fifty minutes.” 
 
    “Anything on the threat board?”  
 
    “Apart from our friends in system, not a whisper.” 
 
    “Understood. Powering down now. We’ll do our famous ‘hole in space’ act and monitor the ingress point until the good guys arrive.” 
 
    “Works for me,” said Jeffries. He was just settling back in his seat when an icon on his console began to flash. “Uh-oh, we’ve got another incoming sub-space signal from Tac-net.” 
 
    “What do you have?” 
 
    “After confirming the safe arrival of the strike force, we are to proceed home via the Haalikon system.” 
 
    “Haalikon?” said Simms. “That’s one hell of a detour.” 
 
    “Fleet intel wants us to have a snoop around the fringes of the system and see what our Combine friends have been up to recently.” 
 
    “Last time I heard, they’d been beefing up the defenses like there was no tomorrow. A shit load of orbital batteries and half a dozen hunter killer squadrons.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard that too. Should be a lot of fun.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Fleet Intel, Trinity Base 
 
    “Any news?” said Admiral Tarr. 
 
    “Tyrell’s ships entered Combine space about three hours ago,” replied Torrance. 
 
    “Does he know that the Combine have been tipped off about his arrival in Sjhakar?” 
 
    “Not in as many words,” said Faulkner. “The fewer people that know about Franklin’s involvement in the operation the better.” 
 
    “We told Tyrell to expect a reception committee, but nothing else,” said Torrance. 
 
    “How did he take it?” 
 
    “He’s a line officer. I’d say he was chomping at the bit.” 
 
    “Exactly what information did Franklin feed to his handler?” 
 
    “The place and approximate date of the attack, and the make-up of the attacking forces.” 
 
    “In detail?” said Tarr. 
 
    “Very nearly,” said Faulkner. “Except for the fact that they will be expecting three fast frigates rather than three Z-class destroyers.” 
 
    “I wonder if the Combine will have been tempted to beef up their defenses prior to the attack?” said Tarr. 
 
    “Tempted, yes,” said Faulkner. “But I doubt if they will. They won’t want to tip their hand by giving us clues that they’ve received intelligence on the raid. In any case, pitted against three frigates, I imagine they’d feel their current forces are more than adequate.” 
 
    “I’d say they’re in for a very rude awakening.” 
 
    “That’s the general idea. And just to keep Franklin’s stock as high as possible we’re allowing him to contact his handlers and give them a more accurate appraisal of the attacking force. Of course, by the time they get hold of the data it will be too late for them to do anything about it.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Sjhakar 
 
    At that particular instant, the Combine commander – a colonel of marines – was busy arranging his forces to meet the expected threat. 
 
    Three frigates? That was a ballsy move for the Alliance. Probably three of their Mastiff class frigates – reasonable armor, a good weapons payload and as fast as they come. 
 
    The colonel had at his disposal a pair of heavy cruisers and an escort group made up of four frigates and half a dozen hunter-killers. His tactics were dictated by the assets within the system – the assets he was tasked with defending. 
 
    Sjhakar was a white star – though it appeared yellow to the human eye – around which orbited seven planets; six rocky worlds close in-system and a single, huge gas giant which orbited far out at the system’s edge. The civilian colony was located on the fourth planet, a marginal earth-like world with ice caps that stretched almost to the equator. A Combine military complex was located further out on the sixth world, a dwarf planet with barely enough mass to allow gravity to pull it into a sphere. Lastly, beyond even the orbit of the gas giant was a high security facility operated by the science directorate. What went on within its pressure domes was anyone’s guess but like all good Combine citizens, the colonel knew better than to ask too many questions. The only thing he needed to know was that he was personally responsible for its protection. 
 
    In his favor was the fact that the system was protected by a trio of warp disrupters located one hundred twenty degrees apart on the system plane. If the Alliance intended any incursion, they would have to knock out at least one of those units before entering the system proper. Unfortunately for the colonel, the vagaries of orbital mechanics determined that the system’s three main assets were just about as far away from each other as they could possibly be which was, of course, one of the reasons that the Alliance had chosen the Sjhakar system as their primary target. 
 
    Like any commander, the colonel was loath to divide his forces but it was the only logical approach he could foresee. Orbiting close to the sun, the civilian colony and the military base were relatively close to each other – a matter of light minutes – but the science facility on the edge of the system was several light hours away. If he kept his forces together the Alliance would likely be able to hit one of the targets and be gone before he could intervene. The only alternative was to split his command into two groups, each comprising a cruiser with two frigates and three hunter-killers in company, one group remaining in-system and the other tasked with defending the science facility. The good news was that either group should have enough firepower to handle three Alliance frigates… though he was experienced enough to know that once battle was joined you never quite knew what might unfold. He considered asking for reinforcements but he knew what answer he’d likely get: If he couldn’t handle a flotilla of Alliance frigates he wasn’t the right man for the job. 
 
    Mind made up, he sent out the orders. 
 
    Zenith 
 
    Captain Tyrell’s eyes blinked open as the gentle buzzing woke him from his slumbers. He’d instructed his department chiefs to make sure that all the crew were fed and rested before they dropped out of warp – an order that applied to officers and men alike, though he wondered how many had been too excited to sleep. With the XO looking after the bridge, Tyrell had taken the opportunity to rest and had been sleeping soundly for three hours. He was lucky that way; whatever the situation, he’d always been able to fall asleep at the drop of a hat and wake up completely refreshed. Now wide awake, he rose from his bunk and strode over to the small private washroom where he splashed some water over his face, combed his hair and straightened his uniform. Leaving his quarters, he called in the officers’ mess for a bite to eat, surprising a small group of shiny, new midshipmen who were sitting quietly at one of the tables. Each eyed the captain as he picked up a sandwich and cup of coffee. 
 
    “Watch and learn, people, watch and learn. I know you’ve all been thoroughly schooled in the importance of maintaining discipline and following procedure. There is, however, one vital piece of advice that your lecturers may have neglected to pass on. It is this…” he said, letting the words hang heavy in the air. “Never – on any account – go into battle with an empty stomach and a full bladder. To which end I thoroughly recommend one of Chef Dillahunty’s bacon sandwiches… but go easy on the coffee.” One of the middies chucked and the atmosphere in the room visibly brightened. Making short work of the sandwich, Tyrell downed his coffee and headed off to begin his final moral boosting walkabout before the Zenith and her sisters dropped out of warp. 
 
    Tyrell had spent the previous months training his crew to be the best that they could possibly be. A full third of the ship’s complement had come straight out of basic training. Three months that had to be enough to turn a collection of farmers, joiners, shop clerks, cab drivers – there had even been a concert pianist among them – into fledgling sailors. Boot camp taught them the basics – it was Tyrell’s job to turn them into a functioning crew. 
 
    New recruit or seasoned veteran, Tyrell had drilled his troops incessantly, chastising and encouraging in equal measure until each crew member had honed his or her skills to perfection. Most of all, he’d instilled in his crew the belief that when they went into battle, not only could they win, they absolutely would win. 
 
    Passing through the various compartments he was well satisfied with the results. The crew looked eager and confident, standing tall as he passed by with a smile, a pat on the back and a few words of encouragement. There were the occasional signs of apprehension, but that was only to be expected; half the crew had never seen action before and most of the others had tasted little else but retreat and defeat. 
 
    Well, that was about to change.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10:  Drunk and Disorderly 
 
    Tycho City 
 
    Trinity Base lay five hundred kilometers to the north of Tycho City. A sprawling complex of landing pads, runways, hangars, workshops, barracks and various other facilities, the base covered over twenty square kilometers and was home to almost ten thousand people. The majority were enlisted personnel but their ranks were augmented with a large contingent of civilian auxiliaries. The base’s residential zone was located in the south-east corner and like any other small town – for that’s what it was – it had its own shopping complex, hospital, cinema, and a host of other services and amenities that serviced the community. It also had a dedicated mag-lev station linking it to Tycho City. The entrances to the platforms and concourses had originally been located outside the base but Trinity’s perimeter fence had been extended around them some years previously. It made security easier and also aided in the movement of personnel and materiel. Anyone finishing their duty cycle could take a mag-lev train and be in Tycho City within the hour. They would arrive at TGC – Tycho Grand Central – and from there take any one of a dozen lines that reached out over and under the city and into the suburbs. 
 
    The Sable line struck north, passed through the city’s financial district and out into a middle class residential zone. A fifteen minute ride would take you to Rojo Square, a station named after the hero of a battle that few could now remember. By contrast, Master Sergeant Rojo would be remembered forever, at least by those who might one day wonder how the station had come by its name. 
 
    Alighting the metro at Rojo Square, you might take the escalator up to street level and within minutes be standing outside Tobias Franklin’s town house. Alternatively, you could descend one level, change to the Salem line and head east, out towards the city’s mech-sector that housed the heavy industries and armaments factories. And in the grey area between suburban middle class and industrial grime lay the housing developments, the tenements and the slums that housed all manner of people, from good, honest worker to street hood and vagabond. And with them came the drug addicts, whores and pimps that populated every city on either side of the border. A microcosm of humanity, warts and all. 
 
    Perhaps you would disembark at Brewer Street, as Franklin had often done in a previous life. From there you might take a stroll along 31st Street, but not too far, especially at night and certainly not alone, for the further you ventured into the heart of the neighborhood the greater the risk to life and limb. 
 
    The Blue Goose was located on the corner of Brewer and 31st Street. At least, the entrance was; a wide flight of stone stairs led down to a basement complex that lay beneath a sprawling warehouse. A man dressed in a staff sergeant’s uniform paused at the top of the steps and gazed around before descending slowly. It was still early evening but he bore the signs of a man who had already consumed enough alcohol for one night. His gait was unsteady, his uniform untidy and hair his tousled. 
 
    The sergeant descended to a wide underground concourse, the bars and eateries lining each side punctuated by the occasional strip joint and poker hall; all the essentials for whatever night out on the town might be desired. Few of the proprietors would describe their establishments as chic or up market, but then none of them would want to. Chic and up market were that last things their clientele wanted; reasonable fare, good liquor and plenty of both at a reasonable price was all that was required, so that’s what was provided. 
 
    The Blue Goose was a little way along the right hand side of the concourse, sandwiched between a noodle shop and a steak house. The sergeant pushed open the door and made his way across the room to his customary stool at the far end of the counter. It wasn’t a particularly large establishment; the bar ran the full length of one wall, half a dozen booths lined the opposite wall and the rest of the space was filled with scattering of tables. Unusually, the bar was almost full. Belching noisily as he sat down, the sergeant drew looks from those seated nearby. A few were enlisted personnel but most were working men and women enjoying a well earned drink at the end of their shift. 
 
    “Well, excuse me, please,” said the sergeant with a theatrical wave of his one good arm. 
 
    “What’s it to be?” asked the barkeep. 
 
    “The usual.” 
 
    “Coming right up.” The barkeep poured a shot of whisky into a glass and pushed it across the counter. The sergeant eyed both the barkeep and the drink suspiciously. “Anything the matter?” said the barkeep. 
 
    “No. Just leave the bottle and get me some ice.” 
 
    “You got it,” said the barkeep. “But you’d best pay me now. I don’t want to have to go rummaging through you pockets again after you pass out on the floor.” 
 
    The sergeant pulled a handful of notes from his pocket and slapped them down on the bar top. “That cover it?” 
 
    “Should do,” said the barkeep, counting out several of the notes and handing back the rest. “Just so you can’t say I short changed you.” 
 
    “Whatever,” said the sergeant, shoving the change back inside his jacket. He picked up the glass and stared at the whisky for a few seconds before knocking it back in one gulp. Wincing as the raw liquor burned its way down his throat, he slammed the empty glass back down on the bar top. 
 
    “How’s it going, Sarge?” asked a man sitting on the adjacent barstool. Dressed in workman’s clothes, his hair was grey-white and his face mottled with age. 
 
    “Who, me?” 
 
    “Well, as far as I can tell, you’re the only sergeant in here, though I can see a couple of PFCs, a lance corporal and a specialist sitting across the way.” 
 
    “Congratulations, you know your ranks,” said the sergeant. 
 
    “Sure do. Did my service time, oh… twenty five years back. Made sergeant myself before I rotated out. The name’s Josh, Josh Turner,” he said, offering his hand. 
 
    “Dan,” said the sergeant. “Dan Powers.” 
 
    “So, how’s it going, Dan?” 
 
    “How’s what going?” 
 
    “Whatever you want,” said Josh genially. “You personally, the war in general..?” 
 
    “Well now, Sergeant Josh… let me see… Me personally? Well that’s easy enough. Everything is shit. Yesterday was shit, today was shit and as for tomorrow, well that will probably be shit too. Luckily, I don’t give a shit. Does that answer your question? Oh, and the war? A slightly more difficult question, but that’s shit too. Really, really shit. We are officially getting our asses kicked. We are in full retreat on all fronts, and in any number of our former possessions the enemy is now pissing on the graves of our dead soldiers, drinking our beer and shafting our women, and all by the numbers. The Combine are very good at doing things by the numbers – I know, I’ve seen them in action. It’s all that training, I expect. Damn good at killing, I’ll give ‘em that. Stands to reason they’d be just as good at drinking, pissing and fornicating. Makes sense, doesn’t it?” He swiveled on his stool and turned to face the small group of customers that had stopped to listen. “Here’s to killing, drinking and fornicating,” he said, raising his glass. “But not necessarily in that order. And while we’re on the subject, let’s drink a toast to the brave men and women of the fleet. You who are about to die, we salute you!” He raised his glass with a flourish, gulped down his second large whisky in as many minutes and turned back to the bar with a dry laugh. The impromptu audience gazed at his back for a few seconds before returning to their own conversations, a few with a shake of the head. 
 
    “Things are that bad, huh?” said Josh. 
 
    “Bad? Oh, they’re worse than that. Take it from me. There’re a whole lot fucking worse. Drink up while you still can, that’s my advice.” He picked up the bottle and held it between his knees as he twisted off the cap. Pouring out a generous amount of whisky, he swirled it around the inside of the glass, gazing intently as the overhead lights reflected off the surface of the amber-gold liquid. 
 
    “So what happened to the arm?” 
 
    Here we go again, thought the barkeep, rolling his eyes. If there was one thing the sergeant was enthusiastic about – apart from bitching and drinking himself into a stupor – it was talking about his lost arm. And once he got started… The barkeep moved to the other end of the counter. 
 
    “My arm?” said Powers. “I misplaced it. Very careless – very careless indeed. Surprised they didn’t put me on a charge. I put in a requisition for a new one, you know. They gave me this, ‘Prosthetic arm Mark 1.101 – Amputees, for the use of’. Looks dead lifelike, don’t you think? And that’s exactly what it is – lifelike but dead. None of your fancy cybernetics here, you know – you have to be an officer to get that kind of hardware. That or a bona fide hero. And let me tell you that I am neither – officer or hero, that is. Just another poor fool in the wrong place at the absolute wrongest of times. Nope, what we have here is good, old fashioned rubber – simple, elegant in design and of course, hardwearing and functional. Well, not really.” He twisted off the artificial limb and dropped it on the bar. “I’d like to say it was price to be paid for glorious victory, but all we did was get jumped carrying a cargo of field rations to an outpost on Ormoron. Ever been to Ormoron? No? Me neither – got blown to shit before we got even half way there. Not quite enough to guarantee me a medal, or even a mention in dispatches. No, all I got was a rubber forearm…” He twanged one of the artificial fingers and watched it spring back into place. “They sent us out without any escort, you know. None at all, unless you count a thirty year old scout with less firepower than my dear old grandma’s invalid carriage. How fucking stupid was that? I mean, really, what kind of military genius comes up with an idea like that? Someone’s son and heir, I suppose. Had their old man pay for their commission and then fix them up with a nice little billet a zillion light years behind the front lines.” 
 
    “That’s tough,” said Josh with genuine feeling. “Real tough. Listen, Dan, I want you to know that us folks back home appreciate everything you guys in the fleet are doing. We’re all rooting for you. And like I say, I’m sorry about the arm.” 
 
    “Oh, well thanks, Sergeant Josh, thanks a million. That’s real peachy, I’m sure. I feel better already,” said Powers, downing another shot of whisky and reaching for the bottle once more. 
 
    “You know, son, you wouldn’t be the first to look for answers at the bottom of a glass…” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “But take it from me, you ain’t gonna find any.” 
 
    “Look, old timer, I’m sure you mean well, but I don’t need your advice, I don’t need your kindness, and I sure as hell don’t need your goddamned sympathy. You understand me?” 
 
    “Yup, reckon I do,” said Josh, giving up the battle. He picked up his cap and rose from his seat. “Guess I’ll be moving along. You take good care of yourself, now.” 
 
    “Sure as hell nobody else will,” said Powers as Josh left. He turned to face the other people in the bar. “Not the high command, that’s for sure, nor the government. We’re just pawns, that’s all. You, me and everyone else – expendable assets. Slaves to the warmongers, dollar signs to the profiteers and fodder for the guns. The sooner the Combine army comes marching up Central Avenue the better. And it won’t be long in happening, either.” 
 
    “That’s defeatist talk,” said one of PFCs from the corner. 
 
    “Defeatist talk?” said Powers in scorn. “Are you for real? Just read the fucking newspapers. You’ve seen the battle reports. You’ve read the stories. Any of them say we’re likely to win this little shindig? No, I don’t think so. And if you think that’s bad, you don’t know the half of it. I spend a lot of time in the signals office, you know? You wouldn’t believe the stuff that comes across my desk.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like stuff I can’t talk about. I’d love to tell you, I really would, but you’ll just have to take my word for it. I give us six months. Tops.” 
 
    “And if we lose, do you think you’ll be any better off under Combine rule?” 
 
    “Couldn’t be any worse, that’s for certain. They treat their soldiers with respect, and that’s a fact. I know – I’ve talked to Combine POWs. They know what they’re fighting for – all of them. People like me get looked after – not thrown on the scrap heap, not shunted around from one crap job to another until the discharge papers come along, and after that? A disability pension that’ll keep me half a cent above the poverty line for the rest of my days. That’s about the best I’ve got to look forward to.” 
 
    “Yeah, well some of us aren’t yet ready to give up the fight,” said the specialist. 
 
    “Saints preserve us,” exclaimed Powers. “As I live and breathe, I real, live hero! Good for you, soldier, that’s what I say. Go on, off you go and fight the good fight. I’m sure the high command has a nice little body bag all lined up and waiting for you, name, rank and serial number already printed out on the front. And you’ll be needing it as well, and if you’re really lucky, they might even find all your bits to put in it.” He made a show of pouring another shot of whisky into his glass, splashing a liberal amount over the counter as he did so. 
 
    “Well if that what it takes, that’s just the way it’ll be,” said the specialist with rising anger. “The same goes for all of us.” His colleagues nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Oh yeah? How to win the war in one piss-easy lesson. And exactly how much action have you greenhorns seen?” said Powers, eying up the servicemen. All wore brand new uniforms complete with regimental badges but no decorations, not even a campaign ribbon. “Fresh out of boot camp, aren’t you? Still wet behind the ears, the lot of you. You poor bastards. You have no idea what’s waiting for you. No idea at all.” He spat out the last word with venom. 
 
    “We know our duty!”   
 
    “Then more fool you!” 
 
    “One thing I won’t do is come back and sit whining in some bar while others are out doing the fighting.” 
 
    “And what’s that supposed to mean?” said Powers, swinging round angrily.  
 
    “I think you’ve had enough,” interrupted the barkeep. 
 
    “I’ve never had enough.” 
 
    “You have for tonight.” Reaching over, he swept up the whisky bottle and placed it at the back of the bar. “I’ll keep it for you,” he said. “On your way.” 
 
    Powers rolled up his left sleeve and thrust the prosthetic over the stump of his arm, twisting it into position. He jerked the sleeve back down and fastened the cuff. With a final scowl in the direction of the servicemen, he pushed himself off the stool and turned away. 
 
    The arm did look lifelike, thought the barkeep as the sergeant reeled off towards the exit. Nigh on impossible to tell from the real thing. That said, he wondered why the sergeant hadn’t been fixed up with one of those robotic prosthetics. They were common enough – he’d seen a few of them around. He almost felt sorry for the man. Almost, but not quite. Whatever his story, he was a god-damned pain in the butt. The Blue Goose was a place you came to drink and be merry, or at least attempt to drink away your troubles. It wasn’t the place to bore the hell out of your fellow drinkers with tales of doom, gloom and despondency. It was bad for business and just as bad for morale. Bad show all round. As the door closed behind the sergeant, the barkeep fetched a cloth and began wiping away the spilled liquor. He never noticed two other customers finish their drinks and follow the sergeant out of the door. 
 
    Powers set off back the way he came, towards the exit that led to the junction of 31st and Brewer. On an impulse, he stopped and headed back the way he came, walking deeper along the underground concourse. There were a number of people around, several groups of evening revelers in various stages of intoxication, a few hookers – both male and female – and even a couple of police officers patrolling their beat. Powers ambled on until he came to a flight of stairs leading back up to 31st street. Up one level and a hundred meters to the right would take him to another bar he had recently begun to frequent. He paused at the entrance to the stairway and looked around; a simple but effective precaution. The stairway wasn’t long, but it was narrow and not very well lit. If there was anyone loitering at the bottom, they might well have accomplices loitering at the top. Halfway up a poorly lit stairway was not the place to be caught in an enemy pincer movement. In this case the enemy wouldn’t be a squad of Combine combat soldiers; more likely druggies looking for an easy mark; people with habits to fuel and no mood for taking prisoners. 
 
     Satisfied that there was no immediate danger, Powers hurried up the stairs as best he could. As he made the top, he heard the echo of footsteps from someone entering from below. He turned to see two men climb unhurriedly up the stairs, one seemingly laughing at the other’s joke. Paying them no heed, Powers strolled along 31st Street, the dark chill of the evening causing him to raise his one good arm to turn up his collar. 
 
    The attack was as sudden as it was violent. Someone grabbed his wrist in a vice like grip and propelled him into the wall, smashing his forehead into the masonry. As sparks danced before his eyes, another attacker slammed a foot into the back of his knees so that he collapsed to the floor, falling face down on the sidewalk. Still in a half daze, he forced himself to think. How many attackers? One, two? Two… yes, almost certainly two. Then his training kicked in and he attempted to twist up and away but he’d barely moved when a great weight fell across his shoulders, pinning him firmly to the ground. 
 
    “Still want to see the Combine come marching up Central Avenue?” snarled the attacker into his ear. “You fucking traitor!”  A moment later, an iron fist began pounding him in the kidneys. Powers gasped in pain and lashed out backwards with his one good arm. His elbow met with flesh and a grunt escaped the lips of one of his assailants. The assault on his kidneys abated but his respite was short lived. A boot caught him in the side and he sensed the attacker pull back his foot for another blow. 
 
    “What’s going on there?” cried a voice from the dark. 
 
    “You lucky bastard,” growled the attacker. “Saved by the bell.” He cuffed Powers around the ear and was gone, disappearing swiftly into the night. 
 
    Released from the weight holding him down, Powers rolled over to see a large, middle aged man kneeling down at his side. 
 
    “You alright, friend?” said the man. 
 
    “Think so,” said Powers, sitting upright and rubbing his aching ribs. “Bastards came at me from behind.” 
 
    “It happens, around here especially. You need an ambulance? Maybe call the police?” 
 
    “No... No. I’ll be fine,” said Powers, flexing his limbs. “Nothing broken, I guess.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve had worse.” 
 
    “Then you must be used to collecting a few bruises,” said the man. “Guess I don’t need to ask what that was all about.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” said Powers. 
 
    “I was in the Blue Goose. Maybe you didn’t see me but I heard your conversation with those jarheads. Saw those two bruisers follow you out as well. Didn’t take much to work out what they were planning. You didn’t make any friends in there, you know.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to.” 
 
    “Well, you stand up for your principals, I’ll give you that,” laughed the man. “Which way you headed?” 
 
    “A bar just up ahead.” 
 
    “Lazy Sue’s?” 
 
    Powers nodded. 
 
    “I’m headed there myself. Buy you a drink?” 
 
    “Why not,” said Powers. “Best offer I’ve had all night.” 
 
    The stranger helped Powers to his feet and ten minutes later they were sitting in a corner booth in Lazy Sue’s. Powers’ side still ached but other than that he was none the worse for wear. If anything, the experience seemed to have sobered him up. A waitress appeared and Powers’ rescuer ordered a steak with fries and a beer to wash it down. “And the same for my friend.” The waitress made a note on her pad and left. 
 
    “Wasn’t planning on eating,” said Powers. 
 
    “Maybe not, but while answers sometimes can be found in the bottom of a glass – contrary to popular opinion –  I think it’s best not done on an empty stomach. I know – I’ve tried.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” said Powers. 
 
    “And by the way, the name’s Tom. Tom Brady.” 
 
    “Dan Powers. So, Tom Brady, what’s your story?” 
 
    “Me? Nothing very grand. I work in one of the steel plants here on the east side. I generally have a couple of drinks and get a bite to eat before heading off home, which is how I came to be in the Blue Goose.” 
 
    “Steel worker, eh?” 
 
    “Yep. Good, honest labor. Long hours but the pay’s not bad. And with the rearmament that’s going on, I’m not likely to be out of a job anytime soon.” 
 
    “At least the war’s good for someone, then.” 
 
    “Depends how you look at it,” said Brady. “Yeah, I have a steady income… which is a good thing, in as much as it pays the alimony and keeps my ex in the lifestyle to which she was accustomed…” 
 
    “Always a bonus.” 
 
    “True,” said Brady ruefully, “but to be honest, I’d be happy to be out of work tomorrow. Thrilled, as a matter of fact. And not just because of the alimony payments.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “I don’t take any pride in making stuff that ends up killing people, Dan. Or maiming them.” He looked pointedly at Powers’ artificial arm. “All the time, money and effort that goes into armaments… Couldn’t a peacetime government find something just as worthwhile for us to do?” 
 
    “Ah, I think I see the fatal flaw in your argument,” said Powers. 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Can’t see us having a peacetime government anytime soon. If ever.”  
 
    “I came to the same conclusion a long time ago… which is why I joined the Peace Corps. I’m a fully paid up member.” 
 
    “The Peace Corps?” said Powers, shaking his head. “You have to be kidding me.” 
 
    “Not at all. I regard it as an honorable pursuit.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do, but exactly what do all you peace lovers hope to achieve?” 
 
    “Well, for a start, I just saved you from a beating. That’s enough to be going on with, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “Yeah, well thanks for that,” said Powers. “I mean it. But as for universal peace, what’s the plan? All join hands, wave a few banners and hope the whole damned lot will chuck away their weapons and live happily ever after?” 
 
    “Something like that,” said Brady. “Or maybe not.” 
 
    “I don’t want to rain on your parade, buddy, but I don’t see anyone in the mood for peace right now.” 
 
    “Well, there are different ways of bringing about peace.” 
 
    “Yeah, like killing the enemy.” 
 
    “I tried that once. I didn’t like it.” 
 
    “Who does?” 
 
    “Oh, quite a lot of people. You’d be surprised.” 
 
    “But not you?” 
 
    “No. I discovered the truth, or was it the lies?” He paused as the waitress returned with their order. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Powers as she put the platter in front of him. “Looks good.” 
 
    “Best steaks on the east side,” she replied with a smile. “Anything else I can get you?” 
 
    “No, we’re fine, thanks,” said Brady. 
 
    “OK, enjoy,” she said with a smile. And then she was gone. 
 
    “So, what lies did you discover?” said Powers. 
 
    “I haven’t always been in the Peace Corps, and I haven’t always worked in a factory either. I did my five years compulsory service before that. I could have stayed at home, being a steel worker and all, but I joined the fleet instead. Seemed the right thing to do. I had an elder brother on board a frigate – he was a weapons officer – and my younger brother was the navigator on a troop carrier. So there I was, doing my best for king and country and keeping the faith… There’s a good one for you… keeping the faith. I always wondered what they meant by that, apart from applying a religious fanaticism to the act of killing. As far as this particular war is concerned, I don’t think God is taking sides.” 
 
    “See any action?” 
 
    “A bit. No more or less than anyone else, I guess. Then just before the end of my tour, my brother Jack was killed when the breech of a plasma cannon blew up in his face. A few days after that, brother Nathan’s ship ran into a mine just an hour out of base. A Combine minelayer had stolen in and sown a field of attack mines on the approaches. You know the kind – the ones that stay inactive until something passes within range. Then they power up and bore straight in. Countermeasures missed it and that was that. I got my discharge papers a week later. Most of my crewmates couldn’t understand why I got out – they wondered why I didn’t stay on and kill as many of the murdering bastards as I could lay my hands on.” 
 
    “So why didn’t you?” 
 
    “What? Stay in the fleet and exact my revenge?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Well there’s the rub. Revenge on whom, exactly? Jack died because of a fault in one of our own weapons systems. Perhaps I should seek out the guy in quality control who passed off the cannon as fit for use and then put a bullet in the back of his head. And as for Nate, who do you blame there? The guy who tossed the mine overboard, the skipper of the minelayer who ordered him to do it, or his squadron commander, or his sector chief? How far up the ladder do you go? In the end who really is responsible? Who do you target?” 
 
    “What does it matter? They’re all the same aren’t they?” 
 
    “Not to me, they aren’t. At the end of basic training they give you that speech, don’t they? They tell you that our whole way of life – our very future – hangs in the balance, that you are the guardians of freedom and democracy, that you are fighting for the noblest of causes. Stirring stuff and great for working people up into a patriotic frenzy... but it’s just rhetoric. In fact it’s worse than that – it’s garbage. As soon as you go into action, all that freedom and democracy stuff goes straight out of the airlock. You’ve been there yourself. You know what it’s like. You fight to keep yourself alive, that’s all. Well, maybe you and the guy next to you.” 
 
    Powers nodded and sipped his beer. “Yeah, well, the promise of living just one more day is a pretty good incentive to keep on fighting.” 
 
     “Only thing is, the troops in the opposite trenches are thinking just the same, so it’s dog eat dog, destroy the enemy before he gets a chance to kill you, any way you can. There’s no such thing as a good, clean fight.” 
 
    Powers nodded again. “No argument there. A few years back I was on attack craft. The preferred tactic was to sneak up behind the enemy and shoot them the back before they knew we were there. That’s what they taught us in training. Make a run up their exhaust plume – where there sensors are at their weakest – and blow the hell out of them before they had a chance to react.” He paused and leaned back in his seat, a distant look on his face. “It worked.” 
 
    “You see, you understand. There’s nothing noble in what the Alliance is asking its soldiers to do. Quite the opposite. But it’s worse than that – a whole lot worse... You were right, you know.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “In the Blue Goose, when you said that the men and women of the fleet were dying by the thousand while the fat cats stayed home and got rich off the pickings. It’s not just rhetoric. It’s true. It’s more than that, even – it’s an undeniable fact.” 
 
    “Yeah, but like I said, what good does joining hands and waving a load of flags do? Nobody takes any notice. They just laugh at you.” 
 
    “That, or they get some ‘true’ patriots to come and bust up the meeting. Oh yes, they aren’t above using force to try and silence us. And that proves to me that they are afraid of what we might achieve. The movement is growing, and it’s not just made up of people with flags and a conscience. We also have people who can make a difference – a real difference. Listen, there’s a meeting at the Bootleg Club this coming Friday.” 
 
    “The Bootleg?” 
 
    “A working men’s club up on the corner of 1oth and Sachs. Why don’t you come along? You might find it enlightening.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Powers. “I’m an enlisted man, you know? Spouting off in a bar is one thing – it’s a soldiers right to moan...” 
 
    “But joining the peace movement is a step too far?” 
 
    Powers hesitated. “No…it’s not that. It’s just…” 
 
    “Look, I’ll be honest with you. Like I said, we have a lot of supporters, but someone with a military background, someone with experience in the field, someone who has made a visible sacrifice…” He gestured at Powers’ arm. “You could be one of those people who make a difference.” 
 
    Powers looked down at the prosthetic arm and then back up at Brady. “The Bootleg Club, you say?” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Brady. “Eight o’clock.” 
 
    Powers nodded. “OK. I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Good man,” said Brady with a grin. “Now eat that damn steak before it gets cold.” 
 
    It was nearly two in the morning by the time Powers made it back to his apartment on Loyola Field. The MPs had given him a look of disdain when he presented his ID card at the security checkpoint; his appearance and demeanor fell well below the standards normally expected of military personnel, even if he was returning from two days furlough. Powers said nothing as the MP handed back his ID, simply stuffing the card inside his jacket and then sauntering off towards the base’s bachelor quarters. 
 
    Once inside his apartment, he finally allowed himself to relax. The first thing he did was to get out of the uniform – by now creased and stained – and throw it into the laundry basket. Thirty minutes later he was showered and dressed in regulation shorts and T shirt. He took a bottle of mineral water from the refrigerator and sat down at the small desk in the corner of the room. His stomach was complaining, but that was par for the course, the side effects of the Ketrazine he’d taken before embarking on his drinking spree. The Ketrazine broke down the bulk of the ethanol in the liquor before it had chance to affect his brain. It kept him largely sober, but the downside was the stomach cramps he was now feeling. Drink plenty of water, he’d been advised. He would, but it seldom seemed to help, and even more perversely, he’d wake up tomorrow with something akin to a hangover. None of the pleasure but all of the pain. 
 
    The good news was that he’d finally gotten a lead. Well, half a one. He’d spent the last few weeks touring the bars around 31st and Brewer, telling anyone who would listen exactly how disenchanted he was with the Alliance, and perhaps, how much better things might be if the war would to be lost… and the quicker the better. He was seldom short of an audience and his performances had earned him a few sympathizers along with a whole bunch of dissenters. All in all, he considered himself fortunate that he’d avoided any serious altercations until tonight. He shrugged as he massaged his still aching side – it went with the territory. Perhaps his performances as a disenchanted drunk were finally achieving critical acclaim. 
 
    And tonight he’d played his ace in the hole. His position in the signals office at fleet liaison was something he’d kept close to his chest. It wasn’t the kind of thing you’d talk about off base, however disenchanted you might be. It was a card to play only when the time was right. And tonight, with a full bar and a few greenhorns full of piss and vinegar, it was as good an opportunity as he was likely to get. 
 
    And after that, the evening had departed from the norm. The beating could have been a coincidence, as could the intervention of Tom Brady. But he’d follow it up; you never knew where these things might lead. He powered up his console, opened up a secure channel and began writing up his contact report. 
 
    Brady was constructing a report of his own, though his would be given verbally rather than written down. Some things were best not committed to paper. 
 
    He’d encountered the staff sergeant a few weeks previously, his first impression being that the man was little more than a drunk with an oversized chip on his shoulder. Up to a point it, was an accurate assessment; the chip on the shoulder was real enough and seemed to be a permanent fixture – the loss of his arm was the most likely cause – and he was indeed a drunkard. However, Brady soon came to realize that there was another side to the man. If you could catch him early enough in the evening – before the alcohol had taken too much of a hold – he showed glimpses of an altogether different nature. He was obviously an educated man. He had an excellent grasp of politics, knew his history and had a clear understanding of economics, all of it wasted in places like the Blue Goose, where most of the clientele – good honest workers though they were – were unable to appreciate many of his insights. But then, who listens to the ravings of a drunk with a chip on his shoulder? 
 
    It was all slightly unusual for a staff sergeant, and was enough to pique Brady’s interest. He’d made a few enquiries, asking around the various bars in the vicinity of 31st and Brewer, and discovered that Powers was a social sciences graduate, one with the smarts to undergo officer training but too anti-establishment to volunteer. It figured. Apparently, he’d said that the first casualty of war was truth and that he’d no intention of being the second.  Eventually he’d been drafted, so beginning a chain of events which had finally led to their meeting on the sidewalk on 31st street. The attack on Powers had been orchestrated, of course – not a difficult undertaking – leaving Brady to step in and ‘save’ Powers from the two assailants. 
 
    It was too early to tell if Powers might be a suitable target for recruitment but their conversation in Lazy Sue’s had been promising at least. He exhibited the required mindset, and thanks to his severed arm he seemed to have the necessary motivation. Whether he had the inclination remained to be seen, but it was worth pursuing. Brady would report the contact, wait to see if Powers turned up for the Bootleg Club meeting and in the meantime organize a thorough background check. There was no particular rush; these things had a timetable all of their own.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11:  Sjhakar 
 
    Intruder One-nine, Sjhakar system 
 
    “Sigma wave emissions from the warp disrupter have ceased,” said Lt. Jeffries, scanning the sub space frequencies. “The target has been negated.” 
 
    “Right on time. How long before the attack force arrives?” 
 
    “ETA four minutes.” 
 
    “Very good,” said Simms. “Course to Haalikon is laid in. We’ll confirm the arrival of Force Z and then we’ll head on out.” 
 
    Destroyer Zenith 
 
    “All set?” said Tyrell. 
 
    “Aye, sir,” said the XO. “The ship is closed up and the crew at action stations. Dropping out of warp in five seconds... three, two, one.” 
 
    The blackness of space was ruptured as three vessels emerged from hyperspace on the outer reaches of the Sjhakar system. On board the Zenith, the ship’s tactical officer, Lt. Drummond – universally known as ‘Tac’ – pored over his screen as the ship’s computer identified and cataloged targets. 
 
    “What have we got?” said Tyrell. 
 
    “We’ve entered normal space as projected, exactly six light hours from the Sjhakar sun. Picking up emissions from warp disrupters on the far side of the system but none within effective range.” 
 
    “OK. It looks like our Intruder friends have done the business. Combine assets?” 
 
    “No enemy combatants in the immediate vicinity. Switching to long range scanners…  Directly in front of us – distance one light hour – is target Alpha.” 
 
    “Their research facility.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Between us and the facility is a Combine combat formation – distance forty light minutes. Designate Alpha 2.” 
 
    “Make up?” 
 
    “One heavy cruiser – Callisto class. Two Aster class frigates… three hunter killers.” 
 
    “Other assets?” 
 
    “Targets Beta and Gamma, the civilian colony and the military base are just beyond the sun – distance seven point four light hours.  They appear to be protected by a formation similar to Alpha 2.” 
 
    “Merchant shipping?” 
 
    “Not much on the scope, sir. A couple of freighters in the vicinity of the main colony. That’s about it.” 
 
    “Nothing else?” said Tyrell in surprise. 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    That was unusual, thought Tyrell. In a system this size there was always a reasonable cross section of ships travelling in and out of the system or back and forth among the various planets and moons. But here… almost nothing. Either the system had been declared a no fly zone or merchant shipping had been instructed to keep away, in which case the Sjhakar commander must have been warned of the raid. Judging by the disposition of his forces it was the latter. 
 
    Tyrell smiled to himself. When the C-in-C had told him to expect a reception committee, he hadn’t taken him quite so literally. The good news was that he didn’t have to go looking for targets – there were half a dozen sitting right off his bows. 
 
    Planning an engagement in real time was no simple exercise. Tyrell was viewing target Alpha 2 as it had been forty minutes previously, the time it had taken for light to travel from the target to his ship’s sensors. By the same token, the Combine formation wouldn’t see the Zenith and her sisters emerge from hyperspace until forty minutes hence. That gave Tyrell an edge. 
 
    “Signal Zodiac and Zephyr: Increase speed to point three C and close with Combine formation Alpha 2. Battle orders to follow.” 
 
    “Tactics?” said the XO. 
 
    “The main threat is the cruiser – we close up formation and concentrate all our fire on her. Put that Callisto out of the fight and we’ll roll up the others like an old rug.” 
 
    On board the Callisto class cruiser, the tactical officer shouted in surprise as the three Alliance ships suddenly appeared on his scope. 
 
    “Sir! Three Alliance ships bearing 003/114.” 
 
    “Frigates?” said the captain. 
 
    “I don’t think so, sir,” said the tac officer, checking his scans. “They don’t match anything in the registry.” 
 
    The captain leaned over his tac officer’s shoulder and gazed intently at the readouts. “There’re not frigates, that’s for sure. They don’t look like any destroyers I’ve ever seen either,” he said, feeling suddenly ill at ease. “Course and speed?” 
 
    “Plot says they are forty light minutes out, speed negligible.” 
 
    “They’ve only just dropped out of hyperspace. That’ll all change soon enough. Keep tracking.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” said the tac officer. Then after a few minutes, “Contact speed is now at point zero-one light and increasing… they are heading straight for us.”  
 
    The captain looked at the three red triangles on the screen. Like Captain Tyrell, he was seeing the plot as it had been forty minutes ago. By now the enemy formation would be a lot closer in. They’d likely accelerate to point two or three light, which would put them somewhere about… there. It was already too close. Whatever the three Alliance vessels were, he had no intention of letting them anywhere near the research facility. He spat out a raft of orders. “Com, signal the rest of the squadron and tell them that we are about to engage. We’ll stay in formation for the time being. Helm, turn us towards the targets and increase speed to point two light. Number One, I want to engage them as far out as possible so tell the engine room to give me everything they’ve got. Tactical, keep a close eye on the targets. Inform me of any changes in speed or heading.” He felt the deck rise slightly as the cruiser banked and turned onto its new course. It was followed by a distant hum as the main engines spooled up, propelling the cruiser towards the outer system.  
 
    “Course locked,” said the helmsman. “Speed increasing through point one light.” 
 
    “Very well,” said the captain. “Sound battle stations.” 
 
    “Time to intercept?” asked Tyrell. 
 
    “Three minutes,” replied Lt. Drummond from the tactical console. “Closing head on. The cruiser is leading with the two frigates slightly behind, port and starboard. The HKs are splitting off to starboard.” 
 
    “Very well. Reduce speed to point one C. Signal Zodiac and Zephyr to form up line abreast. I want to pass directly above the enemy – calibrate the shields accordingly. Target all weapons on the cruiser.” 
 
    “Cruiser and frigates changing course to port.” 
 
    “Match them,” said Tyrell. 
 
    “The HKs are still moving off to starboard. Probably trying to come around on our tail,” said the XO. 
 
    “Forget the HKs. We’ll worry about them later. Time?” 
 
    “One minute.” 
 
    “Fire control systems to auto.” 
 
    The two formations were now closing at forty five degrees to one another and at a relative speed of almost point one light speed, a velocity far in excess of anything that could be registered with purely human senses. They would close, meet and be gone faster than the blink of an eye. The Zenith’s weapons systems were now entirely under the control of the fire control computers. The super-cooled quantum core measured time in nanoseconds, plotting the course and speed of the enemy and initiating the firing sequence – again to the nanosecond. 
 
    Meanwhile, the enemy’s fire control computers were running the exact same calculations. The three Combine ships opened fire simultaneously, concentrating their weapons on the Zodiac, whose shields blossomed and flared as they absorbed a barrage of proton strikes. The assault was over almost as soon as it began as the ships flashed by, but moments later the Zodiac flew into a storm of Gatling rounds fired – ironically enough– several seconds before the proton beams. Shields weakened, the Zodiac’s outer defenses were penetrated in a dozen places and the hardened rounds smashed and hacked their way into its armored hull. 
 
    As the two formations passed, Tyrell had a momentary a sense of anti-climax. He felt the recoil as his own weapons fired in unison, a succession of dull thumps which reverberated through the deck plating. Then he tensed himself for the enemy’s reply. None came. 
 
    “Bring us around after that cruiser,” he snapped. 
 
    “Aye aye, sir,” 
 
    “Message from Zodiac, sir. She’s taken multiple hits along her ventral plane. Shields are down and she there are reports of casualties. Her speed is unaffected but lateral maneuvering thrusters are offline.” 
 
    “Where are those HKs?” 
 
    “Astern of the Zodiac. At present well out of weapons range but gaining.” 
 
    “Tell the Zodiac to increase speed – we’ll form up with her later. Now get me in missile range of that cruiser.” 
 
    As the two remaining Zeds closed obliquely on the Combine ships, Tyrell saw immediately that the cruiser was in trouble. She was venting gas from her port quarter and judging from her acceleration, she had engine damage. 
 
    “Halo projectors fully charged. Banshee launchers loaded and ready,” said the tactical officer. 
 
    “Target the Banshees on the cruiser – Halo batteries on the frigates.” 
 
    “Targets are changing course, Captain. Attempting to cross our bows.” 
 
    They’re too late, thought Tyrell. 
 
    “In range.” 
 
    “Fire.” 
 
    A fusillade of Halo proton beams showered the frigates as a volley of Banshee missiles homed in on the cruiser. The frigates weaved frantically, their shields flaring as they strained to reflect the high energy particles. As they dodged and danced, they returned fire with their own projectors, volleys of Spartax projectiles erupting from their missile tubes. 
 
    Still at full strength, the Zenith’s shields diffused the first salvo of enemy beams, turning them back on themselves and scattering them out into space. Then as the Combine Spartax missiles approached, the Gatekeeper point defense turrets activated, sending out streams of laser guided shells. Glowing against the darkness of space, the high density rounds reached out, searching for the closing missiles. With the briefest of caresses, several incoming warheads were obliterated, blown into thousands of fragments. A single Spartax survived to smash against the Zenith’s forward shields. The destroyer shuddered under the impact, the detonation sending tremors throughout the length and breadth of the hull. The shields buckled momentarily before quickly stabilizing, the shield generators feeding more power to the damaged sections. 
 
    The Callisto finally managed to launch its own missiles just seconds before the first Banshee struck its stern, the anti-ship missile detonating with a flash just below one of the cruiser’s engine nozzles. Another Banshee was intercepted by the Callisto’s defenses before two more missiles hit home, one exploding half-way along its back, the other just abaft of the bridge. The cruiser slewed as a second volley of Banshees fired from the Zodiac smashed into her after section. With her shields penetrated, they were crippling blows. A series of secondary explosions rippled across her rear section, culminating in a blast that tore one of her engines clean from its mounts and spinning off into space. The forlorn cruiser pitched forwards out of control, spewing gas and vapor as she cart-wheeled out of the fight. 
 
    “She’s finished,” said Tyrell. “Leave her and keep after the frigates. Where’s the Zodiac?” 
 
    “Zodiac has increased speed. Her shields are still off-line but she has regained partial maneuvering ability. The HKs have broken off the chase and are now headed this way.” 
 
    The two Combine frigates couldn’t hope to match the firepower of the Zenith and Zephyr but what they did have was an edge in acceleration and agility, an edge that their helmsmen exploited to the full. The frigates retreated in-system, doing so in an orderly if dogged fashion. Meanwhile, the three HKs made a series of slashing attacks from abeam. Their lighter weapons had only a limited effect against the Zed’s shields but it forced the two Alliance ships to divide their fire. 
 
    “Have to hand it to the Combine,” said Baxter as one of the HKs limped out of the battle with a damaged engine. “They know how to put up a fight. They’d be better off splitting up and making a run for it. The shields on those frigates must be very close to failing.” As he spoke a shower of sparks erupted from one of the frigate’s hulls. 
 
    Tyrell looked from the screen to the tactical display. The frigates were on borrowed time, but… 
 
    “Bring us about.” 
 
    “Sir?” said the XO. 
 
    “Those frigates aren’t running away – they’re leading us away. They’re leading us in-system. Put us back on course to that research station and signal Zodiac to make for the rendezvous point.” 
 
    “The frigates and HKs are turning to follow,” said the tactical officer as the two Zeds slowed and reversed course. 
 
    “Now why doesn’t that surprise me?” said Tyrell. 
 
    “What on earth do they hope to achieve?” said Baxter. “They must know they’re hopelessly outgunned.” 
 
    “Unless I’m very much mistaken, they’re trying to buy some time for that research station. I guess it must be more valuable than we thought. A brave move… not that it’s going to do them any good.” 
 
    Quicker on the turn, the frigates closed the gap on the Zeds, firing volleys of proton beams as they completed their maneuver. The Zenith’s tactical officer kept a watchful eye on his defense grid. The shields weakened, but held. 
 
    “Course?” 
 
    “They’re right on our tail, sir.” 
 
    “Close enough for Banshees?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “That’s their first mistake… and I won’t give them a chance for a second. Full spread, if you please, Mr. Drummond.” 
 
    Each frigate was targeted with three missiles. All but one hit home. The leading frigate disappeared in a cloud of debris. The other started to spin slowly end over end, her forward section almost completely severed and folded back against her side. The remaining two HKs withdrew. 
 
    “That’s that, then,” said Tyrell. “Well done, everybody. Com, make to Zephyr – instruct her to rendezvous with Zodiac and escort her back to Alliance space. Meanwhile, let’s go and pay our respects to that research station.” 
 
    Thirty minutes later, the Zenith was on the edge of the system and within weapons range of the facility. 
 
    “Hail them,” said Tyrell. “Tell them they have twenty minutes to evacuate, after which time the facility will be destroyed.” 
 
    “Reply coming in,” said the com officer. “They say they need at least two hours to make an orderly evacuation.” 
 
    “Who are they trying to kid? They’re probably hoping that second formation will come to their rescue. How far away are they?” 
 
    “Four hours away, even at full acceleration,” said the tactical officer. 
 
    “Inform the station that they now have eighteen minutes left before we commence firing. And warn them that if we see any signs of them raising shields, we will open fire immediately.” 
 
    Within minutes, the first escape pods began leaving the facility, small rocket motors firing brief bursts which pushed them away from the station and towards the inner system. All were broadcasting distress signals. 
 
    “Shall we send over a boarding party?” asked the XO. 
 
    Tyrell shook his head. “No. It’s very tempting but not worth the risk. If they’ve got any sense they’ll have destroyed anything of value and then booby trapped the place. That’s what I’d do, anyway. Apart from that, I don’t want risk a relief force arriving while we’ve still got people over there. We’ll retire to a safe distance and then blast the hell out of the place.” 
 
    The research facility was half a kilometer long, constructed of nine large domes which rotated about a long central spine. 
 
    “Start off with the domes,” said Tyrell. “We’ll take them out them one by one and then smash the spine.” 
 
    With no shielding to protect them, the first two domes were quickly ripped open by the Zenith’s Halo projectors. A pair of Banshees was dispatched to complete the job, reducing what was left to fragments. 
 
    ‘That’s an awful lot of space junk we’re making,” said Baxter absently. 
 
    “Can’t make an omelet without busting a few eggs, XO. If it makes you feel better, by all means feel free to chuck a dust pan and broom out of the airlock before we depart,” said Tyrell. “Target the next dome.” 
 
    No sooner did the Halo beam touch home than the dome erupted in a great flash of incandescence that rivaled the sun. As the sensors on the Zenith fought to compensate for the brilliance of the detonation, the shields struggled to repel the surge of heat and radiation that swept over the ship. 
 
    “Great god almighty,” said Baxter. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “Tac?” 
 
    “Anti-matter detonation… multiple detonations. Hard to be sure – readings are almost off the scale. Estimated yield in the region of two point five gigatons.” 
 
    “Catalogue all the data and we’ll pass it on to intelligence when we get back. Still think we should have sent over a boarding party, XO?” 
 
    “No, sir,” said Baxter. “I don’t think we’ll be needing that dust pan either. There won’t be anything left to sweep up after that.” 
 
    “No loose ends, then – just the job,” said Tyrell. “One research facility, a cruiser and two frigates destroyed for no loss. I think we can safely call that a successful first sortie. Helm, plot a course for home.” 
 
     “Sir,” said the tactical officer urgently. “A Combine battle group has just dropped out of hyperspace, distance one hundred thousand kilometers.” 
 
    “Make up?” 
 
    “One battle cruiser, two heavy cruisers, attendant destroyers and frigates. They are opening fire.” 
 
    “At that range?” said Baxter. 
 
    Moments later, three bolts of ionized energy passed two hundred meters astern of the Zenith. Baxter leaned over to Tyrell. 
 
    “I must be honest and say that they’ve managed to impress me,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Just their way of saying hello, XO. Are we ready, helm?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Engage.” 
 
    A second later the Zenith shot into hyperspace, a second volley from the Combine battle cruiser whistling harmlessly by. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Intruder One-nine, Haalikon system 
 
    Just as the Sjhakar research facility disappeared into an expanding cloud of space dust, Intruder One-nine reappeared in normal space near the edges of the Haalikon system. As soon as the stars reappeared, Simms cut the engines and secured the ship for silent running. He took a few moments to check that no electronic emissions were emanating from the Intruder’s hull and then allowed Jeffries to begin his sensor sweep. 
 
    “What do we have?” 
 
    “Data is still coming in…” said Jeffries. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And… we got… nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing in the vicinity?” 
 
    “No, sir. I mean… there’s nothing on the scope. Absolutely nothing. There appears to be no enemy activity within the system.” 
 
    “How can that be? There was a whole battle group stationed here a few weeks back. Is there a problem with the sensors? 
 
    “Don’t think so, skipper. We’re picking up all the expected natural emissions. I’ll run a diagnostic to be sure but I’d say the sensors are operating at peak efficiency.” 
 
    “Then where the hell did the Combine go?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that. All I know is that they’re not here anymore.” 
 
    “Any activity along the border with Allied space?” 
 
    “No, not a thing.” 
 
    “That’s damn strange. Keep scanning. I’d better get on to base and let them know what the score is.” 
 
    Zenith 
 
    “Captain, we have a sub space signal coming in from Tac-net,” said the Zenith’s com officer. “We’re ordered to rendezvous with Intruder One-nine on the edge of the Haalikon system. Co-ordinates to follow.” 
 
    “Haalikon?” said the XO in surprise. “Has someone taken leave of their senses?” 
 
    Even Tyrell raised an eyebrow. “Haalikon’s just about the most heavily defended Combine asset on the border. I can understand them sending in one of the Intruders. They’re stealthy. We’re not. Com, can you confirm the message is from Tac-net?” 
 
    “Authentication codes match, sir.” 
 
    “Request confirmation just the same.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir.” A few minutes later, the com officer looked up from his console. “The orders stand, sir. Intruder One-nine has picked up some anomalous readings and we are to offer support.”   
 
    “Fair enough,” said Tyrell. “Do we have the co-ordinates?” 
 
    “Coming through now, sir.” 
 
    “Very good. Nav, lay in a course for Haalikon.” 
 
    “Aye aye, sir. Course is locked in. ETA six hours, fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Tyrell. “XO – keep the crew stood down for now, but let them know we’ll be returning to battle stations in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Roger,” said Baxter. “No peace for the wicked.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12:  Nobody Home 
 
    Haalikon system 
 
    Zenith zoomed into normal space just a few thousand kilometers astern of Intruder One-nine, the reconnaissance ship’s coded subspace beacon guiding the Zenith over the last stage of the journey. 
 
    “Good work, Nav,” said Tyrell as the Intruder came within visual range. “Tac, anything on the threat board?” 
 
    “Negative, sir.” 
 
    “OK, then,” said Tyrell. “Let’s see what One-nine has for us.” A minute later, he was in contact with Lt. Jeffries on board the Intruder. 
 
    “Initial scans indicate that there are no Combine assets left within the system,” said Jeffries. “Haalikon 3 is uninhabited and all structures appear to be powered down. There is a partially completed orbital facility which also appears to have been abandoned. There is no evidence of any operational warp disrupters or orbital batteries.” 
 
    “Understood, One-nine. Any indication of enemy combat vessels? I’m thinking of something skulking around in a low power state.” 
 
    “There’s nothing within detectable levels, sir. If there are any enemy units hidden away, they must have been powered down for several days.” 
 
    “Thanks, One-nine.” said Tyrell. “Curiouser and curiouser,” he said, turning to the XO. “I can understand the combat group being elsewhere but it looks like the whole darned system’s been vacated. Why the heck would they do that?” 
 
    “Search me. Do we go in for a closer look?” 
 
    “That’s what they pay us for, XO.” 
 
    “And if it’s a trap?” 
 
    “We’ll go in well above the orbital plane and do a high speed fly-by of Haalikon 3, scanners to active as we close. If we see anything suspicious, we’ll just keep right on going and make the jump to hyper-space. If not, we’ll come about for a closer look.” 
 
    The Zenith increased speed to point one C and rocketed in-system, her scanners blasting out waves of concentrated energy as they neared the former colony of Haalikon 3. Although a host of return echoes registered on the sensors, none were catalogued as hostile. As a final precaution, the partially completed orbital facility was targeted with a pair of Banshee missiles as the Zenith hurtled past. If there were any hidden batteries still in operation, it would be enough to flush them out. Eyes fixed to the tactical console, Tyrell and Baxter watched the missiles speed away and bore in on the facility. As the range closed, they waited for a Combine response. None came.  The missiles homed in on their target without interference and detonated in quick succession, reducing the facility to a junk pile. 
 
    “Well how about that?” said Baxter. 
 
    “Beats the hell out of me,” said Tyrell. “Turn us about and signal One-nine to join us in orbit around Haalikon 3. I think it’s time to go in for a closer look.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Three days later and with the Zenith safely moored in space dock above Trinity base, Captain Tyrell and the XO took the shuttle down to the surface where they were immediately whisked off to a meeting with the C-in-C himself. 
 
    “Be seated,” said Torrance as Tyrell and Baxter entered his office. “Firstly, let me congratulate you on a successful mission in the Sjhakar system. Good work, gentlemen.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” said Tyrell.  
 
    “The ships performed well?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The Z class destroyers are everything we expected. They’re the ideal platform for raiding and skirmishing – fast, maneuverable and well armed. As you are probably aware, there is a necessary trade off as regards armor so I wouldn’t advise going head to head with a comparable force of cruisers – unless there were no other options, anyway.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Captain. That’s not what we designed them for and the planning staff will bear that in mind when they schedule future missions. I’d also like an evaluation of your personnel. I understand that almost a third were fresh out of training. It’s a higher ratio than I’d like, but with the current expansion of the fleet – not to mention the losses incurred during the last few years – I’m afraid it’s unavoidable, at least in the short term.” 
 
    “I don’t see it as a problem, sir.  The crucial factor was that we were given sufficient time to train as a crew before going into action. It’s vital. That aside, we have enough good officers to go around, and perhaps most importantly, we have a core of experienced chiefs. If there’s one lesson we’ve learned, it’s that the senior non-coms are the backbone of the fleet. When trouble starts, they are the ones that the ratings look to and the junior officers depend upon.” 
 
    That much was true, thought Torrance. The men with gold braid on their epaulettes might command the machine but the senior NCOs were the oil that kept the cogs within the machine turning smoothly. Without them, the whole apparatus would slowly but surely grind to a halt. And while there were usually enough competent officers to go around, the same couldn’t always be said for experienced chiefs, which is why the postings board had received a string of complaints from ship’s commanders concerning the cherry picking of some of their best senior NCOs for service on the Zs. Good for Tyrell and the other captains in his squadron, but less well received elsewhere. However, there was still the old saying that what goes around comes around. 
 
     “Make good use of your senior chiefs while you can, Captain. If the fleet continues to expand, I think it’s fair to say that you’ll find some of your own departing before very long.” 
 
    “It’s something we are already planning for,” said Tyrell. “We’ve identified those likely to step up and fill the void. That’s one of the good things about a combat mission – it gives you the chance to observe the crew under battle stress. There’s no substitute for it.” 
 
    “Indeed there is not,” said Torrance. “But to business… As you might imagine, our prime interest lies in the results of your excursion into the Haalikon system. We already have the preliminary results of the Intruder’s scans and further analysis will no doubt give us a more detailed picture, but for the time being I’d appreciate your personal account.” 
 
    “There’s not much to tell, sir,” began Tyrell. “After rendezvousing with Intruder One-nine, we undertook a high speed pass through the system, passing close to Haalikon 3 on the way. Our active scans confirmed the results of the Intruder’s passive sensors – that there was no Combine presence within the system. A missile strike against their new orbital facility confirmed that there weren’t even any orbital batteries left on station. Having ruled out the possibility of an ambush, Intruder One-nine joined us in orbit around Haalikon 3. We made several revolutions of the planet before proceeding back to Alliance space. As unlikely as it seems, the Combine has evacuated the system. Ships, orbitals, everything.” 
 
    “You may be interested to know that initial reports from Intruders operating in the Oneida and Ebron sectors suggest a similar situation. The Combine seems to have withdrawn to their previous positions.” 
 
     “Do we have any indications as to why?” 
 
    “At present, none at all,” said Torrance. “We can’t see any strategic advantage in doing so – quite the opposite, in fact. And another thing we don’t quite understand is why they would remove their orbital batteries. They had dozens of the things in operation – some of them heavy caliber platforms. Why not leave them in place? At the very least it would make us work to regain the system.” 
 
    “We were thinking the same thing,” said Tyrell. “We were surprised to encounter no opposition at all at Haalikon. It’s as if they were giving us a written invitation to move in and reoccupy.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting some kind of deception?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m qualified to make that kind of judgment, but that’s certainly what it feels like to me.” 
 
    “It’s true that the Combine has enjoyed little success assaulting the Shield,” said Torrance. “During the past few weeks, their attacks have dwindled to the point where they’ve almost given up. Certainly, in terms of ship losses, their forays have cost them more than they’ve cost us. It’s possible that this could be a ruse to lure us into the open and smother us with superior numbers.” 
 
    “Haalikon is one very tempting target,” said Tyrell. 
 
    “But one we will refuse for the present,” said Torrance. “However, if the Combine really has withdrawn, it changes the whole tactical situation along the Alliance-Combine border. Captain Tyrell, your orders are to return to Haalikon and set up a patrol line between there and the other two abandoned colonies. If so much as an unarmed drone enters any one of those systems, we want to know about it. I want the Zenith and Zephyr to ready to sail in forty eight hours. Zodiac will join up after she’s completed her repairs. Any questions?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Very well. Good hunting.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Fleet Intel, Trinity Base 
 
    On the other side of Trinity base, Brigadier Faulkner sat at his desk, deep furrows of concentration lining his brow. He’d been studying the scans obtained by the Zenith and Intruder one-nine for ten straight hours, examining every minute detail in the hope of finding some insight into why the Combine had retreated back to their own side of the border. His instincts told him to be suspicious – that it was a ploy, some kind of deception, but the more he studied and the more he thought, the stranger it all seemed. Why remove the orbital batteries but leave other assets intact? When the Alliance had withdrawn they had done exactly the opposite, and for sound military reasons. 
 
    A couple of things had been nagging at him since he first read through the data. One was the fact that the Combine had obviously gone to considerable lengths to make their withdrawal covert. The other thing was that however covert they had been, his intelligence people should have picked it up. He wasn’t sure which thought made him more uncomfortable. 
 
    Whichever way you looked at it, the Combine had caught them on the hop. But if they were planning some kind of trap as Torrance suspected, they would surely have left clues. Subtle ones to be sure, but something that would be noticed. Something interesting enough to arouse the curiosity of the Alliance, hook them and then reel them in. In the event, the Combine had crept softly away, like a thief in the night. Why? It made no sense at all. 
 
    He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes for a moment. As he did so, the door to his office burst open and his adjutant rushed in. He was about to rebuke her when he saw the excited expression on her face. 
 
    “Sir, you need to see this.” It was single sheet of paper with just a few short paragraphs. Faulkner read through the document twice before looking up. 
 
    “Get in touch with the C-in-C’s office. Tell them I need to speak with the General immediately.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said.  
 
    As she left the room, Faulkner sat in silence for a few moments. Then he rose from his chair and walked over to the single faded photograph set on the wall. For the thousandth time he studied the ensign’s features, her oval face with wide-set almond shaped eyes, graceful nose and delicately curved mouth. Her full lips were turned slightly up at the edges, hinting at a smile though the eyes seemed tinged with sadness. As always it was the eyes which drew him back, captivating him. They returned his gaze almost knowingly, haunting him, piercing the depths of his soul. 
 
    “At last, Clara,” he murmured, brushing his hand gently over the glass. “I see a light at the end of the tunnel.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13:  The Gambit 
 
    Tycho City 
 
    The Equinox Centre was located on the outskirts of Tycho City. The city’s primary convention centre, the complex housed a collection of auditoriums and exhibition halls which hosted all manner of events from pop concerts to political conventions. Dan Powers alighted the metro at the nearby station and made his way towards Hall 5, the venue for the latest Peace Corps rally. Since his initiation at the Bootleg Club, Powers had attended a dozen such events, though this was by far the largest and most publicized, drawing interested parties from across the whole region. 
 
    Reaching the main concourse, Powers was surprised at the number of people headed in the same direction, a good proportion of them smartly dressed and sporting the Peace Corps’ green and white emblem on their lapels. Nearing Hall 5, he saw that the entrance was cordoned off by temporary barriers manned by security forces decked out in full riot gear, with body armor, helmets, shields and batons at the ready. Powers found their presence reassuring, for beyond the barrier stood a large body of pro-war activists staging a counter demonstration. They were vocal in the extreme – which of course was the whole point – but for the present at least, the demonstration seemed to be peaceful; the only things being hurled were insults. Perhaps they were just getting warmed up and the bricks and bottles would follow on later, he thought. A few of the Peace Corps supporters fired back a few choice insults of their own but most simply ignored the abuse, making their way calmly up the flight of stairs to the entrances. If the ill-feeling suddenly escalated into violence, Powers just hoped the security personnel would remember to remain nonpartisan. Approaching the base of the stairs, he cast a wary eye over the pro war protesters. It struck him that though there were a fair number of military uniforms in evidence on the other side of the fence, there were none at all on his side; the decision to leave his on the coat-hanger in his quarters had no doubt been a wise one. 
 
    He wondered who all these people were, what they did for a living and how the war could have affected their lives to the point they felt the need to demonstrate either one way or the other. He supposed that to a greater or lesser extent, the majority of Tycho’s population had simply accepted the conflict as their lot in life, something to be endured, either with pragmatism, stiff upper lip or a heart filled with anguish, but endured just the same. But at either end of the spectrum of opinion were the activists, the militants and the radicals who felt strongly enough to voice their views and seek to persuade those in the middle ground to join their cause. 
 
    Powers made his way to the main entrance where Tom Brady stood waiting. “Hi, Dan,” he said, shaking Powers by the hand. “Glad you could make it. Any trouble getting off base?” 
 
    “No,” said Powers. “I had a couple of days leave coming up. I’m not due back until tomorrow evening.” 
 
    “That’s good. Let’s get you to your seat.” Brady guided him through the lobby and then to a row of reserved seats at the front of the auditorium. “I’m afraid I’ll have to leave you on your own – I’m needed backstage to help out with the organizing. By the way, if you’ve got nothing planned for after the event, why don’t you stick around? A few of us are holding a private party at the Equinox Hotel. You’re welcome to join us, and there are a few people I’d like you to meet.” And one in particular that’s interested in meeting you… 
 
    “Sounds good,” said Powers. “I’ll look forward to it.” 
 
    Brady left, leaving Powers to await the start of the rally whose proceedings promised far more than the first Peace Corps meeting Powers had attended at the Bootleg Club. That particular event had turned out to be little more than a group of part time, left wing activists addressing a meeting of the toolmakers union. They made a grand show of denouncing the government, roundly cursed the military and then called for a revolution, though as far as Powers could see, they had not the slightest notion of how to bring it about. By the end of the evening, the activists were as drunk as their audience, which was of little import as most of the gathering seemed to have forgotten why they were there in any case. 
 
    You’re probably wondering why I invited you here, Brady had said as they made their way back to the metro station. The reason is simple. There are knots of people like this all over the Alliance. They may seem disorganized, ill-informed, uneducated even. But their hearts are in the right place. They see the injustice around them and wish to do something about it. They just need direction and leadership, and that’s where we come in. Our aim is to make these people realize that they are not alone, that they can be part of something bigger and better. And of course, not all our membership is made up of the rank and file. If you’re interested in seeing something at the other end of the intellectual spectrum, we’ve organized a lecture at Tycho State University on the eighteenth. 
 
    A few weeks later, Powers found himself sitting next to Brady in the auditorium of Tycho State’s faculty of humanities and social sciences. The speaker, Tycho State’s resident professor of philosophy, gave a lecture entitled ‘The Case for Peace’. In it, the academic claimed that the war could not be brought to an end until the fundamental, moral imperative for peace was recognized as paramount, surpassing the current moral basis for continuing the conflict. In simple terms, the Alliance was seeking peace by waging war – a grotesque and evil dichotomy, in immoral means to a moral end. 
 
    Powers made the journey home in a reflective mood; philosophers generally had that effect on him. Brady was more pragmatic. In his experience, philosophers rarely solved any of life’s problems – they just excelled at defining them. 
 
    Tonight’s rally promised to be different. It was political rather than intellectual or societal, aiming more at people who – as Brady liked to put it – might make a difference. 
 
    The proceedings began with the usual appeals for a return to a more civilized way of life – a peaceful life. It was followed by a call to intensify the search for some kind common ground between the Alliance and the Combine; something that could lay the foundations for a lasting and meaningful peace, finally bringing an end to decades of death, waste and ruin. Such a search was not just an honorable pursuit, it was a fundamental obligation of everyone who believed in the sanctity of life. It was their solemn duty, and one from which they would not shrink. 
 
    Powers the intelligence operative gave an inward shrug. Noble words and noble ideals, but to the soldier in the field they were just so many meaningless platitudes, or would be until some kind peace finally was achieved. And that was something the soldier in the field tended not to dwell upon, for it served no useful purpose. You concentrated on today. Start daydreaming about peace and you were likely to end up with a plasma round through the head for the trouble. 
 
    Powers the intelligence operative kept his thoughts to himself as Powers the Peace Corps member stood and applauded as loudly and as enthusiastically as was possible with one hand made of rubber. 
 
    Next to take the stage was a retired government official who recounted the total cost of the war to date, in terms of lives lost and cash credits spent. The numbers were huge; too large for the human mind to truly comprehend – just so many zeros on a spreadsheet. Say it quickly and it doesn’t seem as bad. This particular speaker not only made every zero count, he coupled it with a knack of putting the numbers into a perspective that even Powers – who knew the statistics in any case – found hard to digest. 
 
    The subsequent speakers were no less eloquent or persuasive but by the end of the evening Powers had come to the conclusion that the only true difference between them and the activists in the Bootleg club was that they were more… eloquent and persuasive. The Alliance was fighting a war with an implacable enemy. Unless the Combine was in the mood for peace – and his experiences on the other side of the border told him that they weren’t – all the eloquence and persuasion in the universe wasn’t going to help. But Powers’ opinions were beside the point, for that is not why he was here. 
 
    The hall was virtually empty by the time Brady returned. Making their way outside, Powers noted that even the pro war lobby had given up for the night, the space behind the fencing now littered with remnants of their banners and posters. Waiting at the bottom of the steps was a car which whisked them off to the nearby Equinox Hotel. The Halifax Room, which had been hired for the occasion, was indeed a far cry from the Bootleg Club. White uniformed waiters bearing silver trays breezed around the elegantly appointed space offering drinks and hors d’oeuvres to the many guests. Powers found himself in the company of a smartly dressed elderly couple who talked politely on a whole range of topics before the conversation inevitably turned to the war. The old man’s hitherto composed expression changed immediately to one of anguish. Then he gazed at the floor and said in a low, tired voice, “It’s just wrong, my boy. So terribly wrong.” His wife gave Powers a half smile before taking her husband by the arm and guiding him away. 
 
    “I see you met Dr. Chambers,” said Brady, choosing that moment to wander over. “One of our staunchest, if less vocal, supporters. He’s retired now, of course, but he spent most of his career in reconstructive surgery, helping to put shattered servicemen back together. He’s one of the unsung heroes of the conflict, though most of his achievements have been kept out of the media for obvious reasons. Pictures of mutilated servicemen – even reconstructed ones – tend not to go down well over breakfast.” 
 
    “No, they don’t, that’s for sure. The man seems scarred by the experience himself,” said Powers, looking over at the old doctor. 
 
    “I imagine the work would indeed take its toll,” conceded Brady. “As would losing both of his sons in the conflict... though of course, he is not alone in such loss.” He paused for a moment and then beckoned to a man standing off to the right.  “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.” Powers turned to see a sharp looking man appear at Brady’s side. The face was familiar but he couldn’t quite place it. 
 
    “Dan, this is Jan Godoy, one of our chief organizers, and one time personal advisor to the Secretary of the Interior.” 
 
    That rang a bell. So that’s where I’ve seen him, thought Powers. 
 
    “So this is the man you’ve been telling me about,” said Godoy. “I hear society already owes you a debt.” He gestured at Powers right arm. 
 
    “Actually, it’s the other one,” said Powers, employing his usual party trick of twanging one of the rubber fingers. “Lots of people make the same mistake.” 
 
    “I do apologize,” said Godoy. “Dan tells me that you are unconvinced that the sacrifice was worth it.” 
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    “I can’t say I blame you. In fact, I regret to say that you are most probably correct in the assumption.” 
 
    “You think I lost my arm for nothing?” 
 
    “Oh no, not for nothing, Mr. Powers. Just not for freedom and democracy… I wonder if we could talk in private?” He gestured to a small antechamber at one side of the room. 
 
    “Why not,” said Powers. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Powers, Brady and Godoy were soon sitting around a small table in the centre of the anteroom. One of the uniformed waiters appeared and set three drinks on the table top, gave a bow and then exited the room, closing the sliding doors behind him. 
 
    “I believe whisky is your preferred drink,” said Godoy, raising his glass. “Your good health.” 
 
    “Cheers,” said Powers. One sip of the amber fluid was enough to tell him that this particular brand of whisky was far superior to anything served in the bars and eateries over on the east side. “You don’t get stuff like this in the Blue Goose, that’s for certain,” he said nodding in appreciation. “Now this really would be worth fighting for,” he joked. 
 
    “It’s good to see that you still have a sense of humor,” said Brady. 
 
    “I let it out once in a while,” said Powers. “But as a rule I don’t see much reason for cheer.” 
 
    “You’re not alone,” said Godoy, “which is why we continue to lobby for peace. What did you think of tonight’s event, by the way?” 
 
    “Honestly?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “To be truthful, I was disappointed. All the talk of the waste and the suffering… everyone knows all that already. OK, it doesn’t hurt to keep reminding people, but in the end, what difference does it make?” 
 
    “You were hoping for something more radical.” It was a statement rather than a question. 
 
    “Of course,” said Powers. “You just told me I lost my arm for something other than freedom and democracy, and you don’t have to tell me what it is because I already know,” he continued bitterly. “The damned warmongers and profiteers.” 
 
    “Of course…” 
 
    “So why was there nothing said about it at the rally? There wasn’t even a suggestion.” 
 
    “It’s quite simple,” said Godoy. “The war lobbyists – a consortium of the largest arms manufacturers – hold more power than you can imagine. Far more. Oh, they’re happy for us to hold our meetings, wave our flags and so on, but cross the line and they are ruthless enough to make all our lives extremely difficult, to the point of having us arrested for sedition – or even having people killed if it suits their purpose. These are the men – and women – who truly control the Alliance. Our elected officials rely on them for financial backing to reach government and of course, once there, they inevitably become their pawns. Nothing reaches the senate without the consortium’s approval. You have no idea of just how deeply involved they are in the governing process.” 
 
    “But surely the War Council–” 
 
    “The War Council are the biggest pawns of all. How about if I told you that the Combine proposed peace talks as recently as last month? And that the Alliance War Council rejected the proposal out of hand.” 
 
    “What? How can you know that, and anyway, why would they refuse?” 
 
    “How do I know? Let’s just say I have access to certain sensitive information. And as for why the War Council refused, it’s simple enough. It’s all about power – power, profit and gain. Too many people in high places would lose their positions – not to mention their fortunes – if hostilities came to a sudden end. Oh, they’ll take peace at a price, but they’re prepared to expend as many lives as it takes to get the price they want, and it’s not a price the Combine are prepared to pay.” 
 
    “What kind of price?” 
 
    “The surrender of all Combine border possessions and the decommissioning of a sizable portion of its fleet.” 
 
    “But I don’t get it,” said Powers. “The Combine are winning anyway. Why the heck would they seek terms with the Alliance?” 
 
    “To bring an end to the slaughter. Yes, the Combine will likely win in any event, but the cost of mounting an assault into the Alliance heartland will be huge. According to our information, the Combine were of the opinion that their strategic advantage would enable them to negotiate from a position of strength, and that by offering the Alliance reasonable terms they could bring about a speedy and permanent end to hostilities – one that would be beneficial to both sides. Needless to say, they were surprised when their proposal was met with a flat refusal.” 
 
    “But if the Combine were serious about an armistice, why refuse the Alliance’s counter proposal? At least they could get around the table and try to thrash something out. If both sides decommissioned part of their fleet… set up some kind of demilitarized zone?” 
 
    “And after that? It would just give the Alliance the opportunity to regroup and rearm, after which the whole vicious cycle would begin afresh. It’s happened before, time and time again. I tell you plainly, as long as there is a fresh supply of young men and women to throw into the fray, the Alliance war mongers will not entertain the notion of a cease fire.” 
 
    Powers sat back in the seat and pursed his lips. “That’s a lot to take in, though I admit it makes sense... a lot of sense. But if it’s all true, what is the point of these rallies? All these people we saw tonight, people like that doctor…” 
 
    “The people who attended tonight – and people like those in the Bootleg Club – they are vital to the peace movement. They’re our foot soldiers if you will. They draw attention to the cause and – if skillfully used – can deflect attention away from the people who are involved in more… delicate activities.” 
 
    “What kind of people? And what kind of activities?” 
 
    “People who are not prepared to sit idly by while the Alliance is destroyed. People of conscience, people of action.” 
 
    “And now you’re beginning to sound like the politicians.” 
 
    “Except that in our case, it’s true. I will do everything, everything in my power – as will my colleagues – to safeguard the future of the Alliance.” 
 
    Powers shook his head. “Sorry, but you still sound like the politicians.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but the crucial difference is what you think the Alliance is. What the Alliance stands for. And more importantly, who stands for the Alliance.” 
 
    “I don’t follow you.” 
 
    “A  simple question, Mr. Powers. Who stands for the Alliance? Is it the First Minister? The generals? The most fundamental responsibility of any government is the protection the people. All the people, Mr. Powers, not a select few. They like to tell us that it is our war, that we are all in it together, for the long haul. It is a lie – this is not our war – it’s theirs and it always has been. Our elected officials have failed us. They have been manipulated by the profiteers and the war mongers who squander our lives for their own benefit. By any sensible definition of the word, these people are war criminals.” 
 
    “So what’s the answer?” 
 
    “I will ask again, Mr. Powers. Who stands for the Alliance?” 
 
    Who indeed, thought Powers. In the end, there was only one answer he could give. “We do,” he said. 
 
    “That is correct. We stand for the Alliance. We, the people.” 
 
    “I understand... I suppose I always did. But what can we do? How can we bring these people to justice? How do we bring them down?” 
 
    “Drastic times call for drastic measures, Mr. Powers. I’m sure you understand that much. I believe that you yourself said that the sooner the Combine army comes marching up Central Avenue the better.” 
 
    “On more than one occasion,” admitted Powers. 
 
    “And do you mean it?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe I do.” 
 
    “And there you have it. The only way to make the war mongers pay for their crimes… is to ensure that the Combine wins the war. The only question is how to go about it.” He looked Powers in the eye and let his words hang in the air. 
 
    Before Powers could form an answer, Godoy’s data pad began to buzz. “Ah, excuse me,” he said, fishing the pad from his pocket and glancing at the screen. “I’m afraid that duty calls, but it’s been a most interesting talk, Mr. Powers. I thank you. Perhaps we will meet again. Do enjoy the rest of your evening.” And with that he rose from his chair and was gone. 
 
    “What exactly was he asking me to do?” asked Powers once Godoy had left. 
 
    “To search your conscience, Dan,” said Brady. 
 
    “And have you done the same?” 
 
    “Some time ago.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “We’re fighting a war on two fronts and it’s a struggle we can’t hope to win. We’re caught between our own leaders and the Combine Empire. Even if the Alliance wins, we still lose. We’ll still be governed by the same corrupt regime. But if the Combine prevails, we have the chance for a new start – some much needed reform, and maybe even a little justice. I needed to pick a side, Dan, or perhaps more accurately, pick my enemy. I think I made the right choice.” 
 
    Powers picked up his glass and gazed at the whisky. In his real life he’d never been much of a drinker, but if he’d ever felt like a drink it was now, and it was very good whisky after all. He raised the glass to his lips, took a sip and then looked Brady in the eye. “How can I help?” he said. 
 
    Godoy left the building immediately, pausing only to bid goodnight to a select few who could be relied upon to swear that he had barely spoken to Powers the whole evening. His story about the Combine peace initiative was of course a complete fabrication, though not one of his own making. An identical story would be broadcast on all Combine news outlets during the next twenty four hours. Not for Powers’ benefit; it was all good, hard propaganda designed to keep the Combine citizenry in line and crank up support for the final push that would see the Alliance overrun. In due course, news would filter back across the border, adding to the Combine cause by spreading doubt and mistrust throughout the Alliance. That it would provide Powers with confirmation that Godoy really did have access to sensitive information was just icing on the cake. 
 
    Godoy had done his job. Without being implicit, he’d sown the necessary seeds and now Jacob and his men would take it from here. For his part, Godoy would never contact Powers again, and neither would Brady. 
 
    Having spoken to the man in person, Godoy shared in Brady’s assessment that Powers was genuine. Among Godoy’s other talents was his ability to judge a man’s character and smell out a lie. He found Powers to be entirely plausible, but the possibility remained that he was a plant. He wouldn’t be the first and he certainly wouldn’t be the last. Godoy was already known to be a sometime Combine sympathizer. It earned him few plaudits and was enough to have him placed on the government watch list, but fortunately – or stupidly, depending on which side of the political fence you sat – the constitution still guaranteed the citizens of the Alliance freedom of expression. 
 
    The Combine was far more sensible about such things, of that Godoy was convinced. While there was a fledgling peace movement on the other side of the border, its meetings were carefully orchestrated; views contrary to those of the state were suppressed and offenders severely dealt with. The mere act of consorting with an Alliance sympathizer could cost you a lengthy prison term, and rightly so, for there was a natural order to things – an order that had to be maintained. The people needed leadership – firm, decisive leadership, for no other reason than most human beings felt an innate need to be led whether they realized it or not. There were sheep and there were shepherds and in the new order, Godoy would be one of the latter, leading the sheep to either pastures green or the slaughterhouse, depending on their value. Such were Godoy’s socio-political views and therein lay the roots of his sympathies for the Combine cause. 
 
    On a personal level, he’d been careful never to allow his sympathies to carry over into acts of overt treason. He had never knowingly passed over state secrets or even sensitive information. He’d never had to. He just indicated where such intelligence might be found and then let nature take its course. He acted as a broker, a go-between. The fact that he knew people with a vested interest in classified information would be enough to damn him, but with enough support from his allies in the peace movement, he could claim that any accusations were just a conspiracy set up by the intelligence services to discredit both him and his former employer, the Secretary of the Interior. If there was one lesson he’d learned from a lifetime in politics, it was the art of muddying up the water. Do it skillfully enough and you could get away with almost anything.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14:  Winds of Change 
 
    Fleet Intel, Trinity Base 
 
    “Good evening, General. It’s good of you to see me at such short notice,” said Brigadier Faulkner. 
 
    “Your adjutant said it was important,” said Torrance. 
 
    “I think important is an understatement. We have just received some reports which, if true, could change the whole course of the war. As unlikely as it may seem, General, I believe we may have allies – or at least, allies in waiting.” 
 
    “From where?” said Torrance in surprise. 
 
    “You may recall that a few weeks ago, there were some reports of unusual activity along the Combine/Northern Territories border.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember,” said Torrance. “The intelligence briefing suggested some kind of minor engagement adjacent to the border. As I understand it, the reports were at the time unconfirmed.” 
 
    “It’s true. They were, but not anymore. It has taken some time for the intelligence to reach us but it seems that three weeks ago, the Combine launched a large scale attack on the Northern Territories colony of Samar.” 
 
    “They attacked an NT colony? That’s no minor engagement, Brigadier.” 
 
    “No, sir it most definitely is not.” 
 
    “Why on earth did the Combine do that?” 
 
    “According to our sources, they claim that the colony was providing safe haven for pirates preying on Combine shipping lanes. As you might imagine, the Northern Territories staunchly deny any such allegations.” 
 
    “Given the strict position of neutrality that the NT has always imposed on itself, I find it hard to believe that they would openly assist pirates – especially on one of their own worlds. If they wanted to get involved in that kind of thing, they’d do it quietly. There are thousands of isolated rocks where they could establish a base for freelancers or privateers.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Faulkner. “If you want to play at pirates, you do it the way real pirates do. No, I believe that the motivation for the attack is political. As I have said before, support for the Combine war effort is built on expectations – expectations that of late have not been realized. After the occupation of Haalikon, Oneida and Ebron, the consensus among the Combine was that the Alliance was about to crumble.” 
 
    “We might have,” said Torrance. “Had the Combine not halted their advance to fortify Haalikon, Oneida and Ebron, it would have been a very close run thing. As it was, the respite gave us time to begin deploying the Shield, and that has paid dividends. We’ve been given time, and with it a real fighting chance.” 
 
    “You think they should have kept right on coming?” 
 
    “Maybe. As to why they didn’t, I can only surmise. Perhaps they thought we’d fold. Perhaps they felt the need to build up their forces until they had an overwhelming advantage. My own guess is that they underestimated the effectiveness of the Shield. If true, that’s a misconception that they are now paying for. The Shield has proved more successful than we could have envisaged. To date the Combine has lost in excess of thirty vessels trying to breach our defenses – some of them major units. It is true that we have also lost ships but in the main our crews have lived to fight another day. Most of theirs are now sitting in POW camps.” 
 
    “Which is why I believe the Combine turned their attentions elsewhere,” said Faulkner. “I think their government needed a victory. A morale booster. Ironically, much the same thing we were hoping for not so long ago. Probably, they saw the NT as a soft target. They lack the resources of the Combine and with little or no experience in battle, the Combine probably saw an easy victory on the cards.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” said Torrance. 
 
    “At this point, it is only conjecture. What we do know is that the Combine deployed a sizable attack fleet which overcame Samar’s defenses in a matter of hours. They immediately issued an ultimatum to the NT government, demanding the surrender of four more colonies lying close to Combine space and the demilitarization of all other colonies within twenty light years of the border.” 
 
    “What was the NT’s response?” 
 
    “They refused, at which point the Combine immediately launched an attack on Samar’s closest neighbor. They were met by a defending NT force and according to reports were firmly repulsed with significant losses. The NT then returned to Samar and retook the colony, again at considerable cost to the invaders.” 
 
    “What do we know about the NT’s military capabilities?” 
 
    “Not very much. During the first few years of the conflict we maintained close relations with the NT, even keeping up trade until Combine space was completely closed off to us. After that, the NT took up a position of strict neutrality, closing off their borders to both sides. There were rumors that they were pumping considerable resources into their own military in order to protect their neutrality but apart from that we know very little. However, if the engagement reports are true, it seems they have managed to develop some quite sophisticated weaponry.” 
 
    “How did we come by this information?” said Torrance. 
 
    “One of our agents within the Combine – someone who can be trusted.” 
 
    “And Haalikon, Ebron and Oneida?” 
 
    “The scans tell their own story. The Combine left quickly and quietly. They also removed their defensive platforms and the only reason I can think of is to use them somewhere else. If I’m not very much mistaken, they are now on the other side of Combine space, protecting one or more of their assets along the NT border.” 
 
    “Which means that they feel under threat.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Faulkner. 
 
    “Which might also mean they are vulnerable. Have we received any kind of communication from the NT government?” 
 
    “Nothing as yet. We need to bear in mind that there has been no official contact with the NT for over twenty years. After two decades of isolationism we’re not even sure what kind of regime we are dealing with. It follows that they may be having the same misgivings about us. General, this is a political decision, but my counsel is that we find some way to contact the NT. I’m not saying we should rush straight into an alliance but we should at least test the water – find out what we’re dealing with and then explore all the possibilities. This kind of chance may never come again.” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Torrance, “I don’t think we can stand idly by and simply wait to see how things unfold.” 
 
    “Of course, there’s no guarantee the NT will be receptive,” said Faulkner. “Even in war they might decide to continue their policy of isolationism.” 
 
    “True, but I guess there’s only one way to find out. Get your hat, Brigadier. I think it’s time we got the First Minister out of bed.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Alliance Signals and Cipher HQ 
 
    The Alliance Signals and Cipher HQ was located two hundred meters below the surface of Tycho’s moon. Protected by multiple layers of reinforced concrete, super-hard alloys, thermal insulators and shock dissipaters, the bunker had been designed to survive a direct hit by a medium sized anti-matter warhead. It so happened that the maker’s claims had never been put to the test as neither side had resorted to using weapons of mass destruction – at least on a planetary target. A noble ideal but it struck the duty officer – one Commander Topley – that one or two judiciously targeted warheads at the beginning of hostilities might well have brought the war to a speedy conclusion decades ago, thus sparing untold suffering in the years to follow. Of course, spending a great deal of time in a bomb-proof facility, his philosophy was somewhat stilted. 
 
    Secure as the facility was, the downside to living and working underground was that was it was a cramped, claustrophobic existence. It was worse than being in space; at least up there you could find yourself a porthole with a view of the stars at the end of your shift. Topley was down here for weeks at a time, eating sleeping and working in the labyrinth of tunnels. The only time he made it up to the surface was to catch the shuttle back to Tycho at the end of his six week rotation. 
 
    Topley’s primary function was signals intelligence – commonly known as Sig-Int, the interception and analysis of enemy communications. The signals were encoded but that was where his department came into its own. One floor down was the very latest state of the art super-computer whose sole purpose in life was to assault the Combine ciphers with a whole regiment of multi layered quantum processors. It was the pride of signals intelligence but however many numbers it crunched, it never seemed to be enough. 
 
    As far as Topley was concerned, the real heroes resided one floor below that. It was a room full of intellectuals – academicians and mathematicians who spent their days sifting through thousands of Combine signals looking for patterns in the raw data, something which might give some clue as to the enemy’s intentions; a prefix that might refer to a particular base or type of ship, a line that could be traced back to a particular source, or even or a recurring block of code that matched a similarly recurring Combine activity. It took a special kind of person, one with an exquisite eye for detail, an extraordinary memory and an almost unnatural prowess for lateral thinking. Watching them at work, Topley suspected that it might also be an advantage if you were slightly mad to begin with. 
 
    He held in his hand a recently intercepted signal which had begun its journey somewhere deep within Combine space. The message itself was an endless series of capital letters arranged in four, five and six letter blocks. He could have transferred the message to a data chip but knew the woman he was now searching for would appreciate the paper copy much more. 
 
    Mrs. Greenbow – only the bravest dared call her by her first name – was a spritely seventy year old with razor sharp features and a manner as fearsome as her countenance. When Topley arrived at her desk, she eyed him suspiciously from over the top of her spectacles, at the same time chewing deliberately on the end of a pencil.  
 
    “I have something for you,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, a gift?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” 
 
    “Concert tickets, perhaps?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “Good – I can’t say I’m much of a music lover. I’m not one for chocolates either. Bourbon, on the other hand, I can use.” 
 
    Topley shook his head. 
 
    “Gin would also be acceptable.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. It’s a signal we’ve just intercepted. It’s somewhat unusual – no-one upstairs knows what to make of it.” 
 
    “Hardly a surprise. And after trying everywhere else you’ve finally come to me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it quite like that,” said Topley. 
 
    “Then how would you put it, young man?” 
 
    Topley wisely remained silent.  
 
    “A last resort,” she said in mock despair, studying the teeth-marks in her pencil. “I have to say I find that rather rude.” 
 
    “I suppose I could take it somewhere else if you’re busy.” 
 
    “No, no… hand it over,” she said condescendingly. Accepting the roll of paper from Topley, she pinned it to the wall by the side of her desk. Gravity took over and the paper unrolled itself as it descended to the floor. Mrs. Greenbow slid back in her chair and extended a foot to hold the bottom of the roll against the wall. She pursed her lips and held the pencil between her top lip and her nose, occasionally letting it fall to a waiting hand before placing it back again. “Where did this come from?” she said. 
 
    “Not sure as yet. Somewhere deep in Combine space. We’re still waiting for the triangulation data to come in.” 
 
    “Hmm, you might want to check on that,” said Mrs. Greenbow, “I don’t think this is a Combine cipher. It’s altogether the wrong flavor.” 
 
    A more inquisitive person might have asked Mrs. Greenbow to clarify exactly what she meant by the wrong ‘flavor’. Topley restricted himself to nodding sagely. “I see. Any idea what it is?” 
 
    “I might have – yes.” she said coyly. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I’m going to have a poke around in the archives. Come back this afternoon.” She ripped half a meter of paper from the bottom of the roll, gave Topley a strangely sympathetic smile and sauntered off towards the exit. 
 
    Topley looked at his watch – it was six thirty in the evening. He nodded sagely once again.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15:  Allies 
 
    Tycho City 
 
    “Do we make contact?” asked Jacob’s deputy, the impatience showing in his voice. 
 
    “A good question, Goss,” said Jacob. “And one that begs another. Can we really afford not to?” 
 
    “Obviously not,” said the man crisply. 
 
    No, obviously not, thought Jacob. Though whether for the right reasons or not is another matter. 
 
    Jacob’s cell consisted of just four men, usually considered the ideal number. Jacob was the commander and Goss – a recent arrival from Tarsus Center – served as his first lieutenant. In addition there was Capper, for many years a faithful and reliable aide, and Marten, who had arrived along with Goss. There were others Jacob could call on for occasional support – generally members of the underworld who would, for a negotiated fee, supply a whole range of services including logistics, protection and even murder. 
 
    Goss was a product of the Braga Institute, the Combine’s foremost spy academy. Young, though in many ways very capable, he’d received the very best training the institute had to offer. As a consequence, he was – among other things – completely devoted to the cause and utterly convinced of a final victory; essential qualities within the perimeter walls of the institute, but less valuable when sitting in a safe house in the centre of Tycho City. Of more import was the man’s field craft, which was admittedly excellent, but as far as Jacob was concerned, Goss just wasn’t enough of a thinker; he lacked a certain imagination – a kind that allowed you to think of yourself as both predator and prey. It would be his downfall, and Jacob’s too if he wasn’t careful. 
 
    Jacob sat back in his chair and began reading through the background report on Staff Sergeant Powers for the fourth time, and he’d keep on reading until he was satisfied that he’d examined it from every conceivable angle. 
 
    According to the report, Powers had been born and raised way out on one of the fringe worlds – a distant rock known as Braxia. His family had moved to Tycho when the Alliance declared the colony too remote to be adequately defended. An orphan, it seems he’d been raised by foster parents, both now dead. 
 
    In an ideal universe, Jacob would have dispatched someone to Braxia to have a snoop around, but denied protection, Braxia had been abandoned some years since. Ironically, as the planet possessed neither natural resources nor strategic value, there was nothing worth fighting for anyway. The Combine apparently thought so too, and had left the uninhabited world unmolested. 
 
    With Braxia a dead end, Jacob turned to an examination of Powers’ military record. One of Godoy’s contacts was able to make the necessary enquiries and Powers’ story was soon verified. It was true that he’d declined the opportunity for officer training and later been drafted into the ranks. After that, his war record had been unremarkable; a couple of tours on assault ships followed by a training assignment. He was indeed on the freighter Maximilian – a civilian ship requisitioned by the military – on a run to Ormeron when it was attacked by a Combine raider. There were only three survivors, a couple of junior ratings and Powers, who was travelling as a passenger on route to Ormeron to take up a new assignment. Goss had managed to track down one of the surviving ratings, and posing as a reporter confirmed that the man known to them as Powers was on board. After hospitalization and a period of rehabilitation, Powers had been assigned to the military liaison office at Loyola field on the outskirts of Tycho City. 
 
    Brady’s assessment of Powers was that he was intelligent and – unlike Goss – not without imagination. In his own mind he had a very clear understanding of how the war would eventually unfold in any particular set of circumstances. In this, Jacob considered his insights to be particularly astute. What Powers evidently lacked was ambition, which illustrated the complexity of the man’s character. And of course, he was also a drunkard, though it was interesting to note that since becoming involved with the Peace Corps he had cut back on his drinking quite significantly. What did that mean? It would be convenient – even easy – to conclude that the man had finally found some purpose to his existence. On the other hand, it was just the kind of impression a counter intelligence agent might try to project. 
 
    And that was the question at the forefront of Jacob’s mind. Could Powers be a plant? Jacob and his associates had gone through their usual, stringent vetting process and Powers had come up clean. He checked all the boxes. He had the motivation, he had the rationale. Jacob had even witnessed it at first hand, sitting in a quiet corner of the Blue Goose one evening when Powers was giving one of his virtuoso performances. There was nothing to suggest that he was anything more or less than he claimed to be. There was not a single red flag in sight… 
 
    For all that, something just didn’t sit right. It didn’t feel right, and experience told Jacob that when something didn’t feel right, it probably wasn’t. It was nothing he could put a finger on; little more than a gut feeling. But something, somehow, didn’t quite fit… or perhaps it was that things fit together a little too easily, that things were just a little too pat. 
 
    Jacob realized that it wasn’t so much Powers that was worrying him. It was Franklin… or a possible connection between the two. Franklin had been sent on a six week inspection tour. Not especially unusual, but Jacob disliked change. It raised suspicions. He was suspicious about the timing, and suspicious about the fact that Franklin had been transferred out of his old job just as soon as he’d got back. Now why would you sent someone off on an inspection tour and then give them a new assignment the moment they returned? Was that the way they did things? The way the military worked he supposed anything was possible, and to be fair, the information Franklin had passed on since his return had proved valuable. Good, solid data that had been verified through other sources. But in an incessant game of bluff and double bluff, it would be, wouldn’t it… one way or the other?  
 
    And then Powers had entered the equation, wandering into one of Franklin’s old haunts… It could be a coincidence. Contrary to popular belief, coincidences did happen – the laws of probability dictated so. On the other hand, the same equations also decreed that ‘random chance’ was, on occasion, neither random nor chance. 
 
    All Jacob could do was balance the risk against possible gain. There was an equation for that too. Powers could turn out to be even more valuable than Franklin. His assignment in the signals office in fleet liaison put him within reach of all kinds of treasure, and with hostilities entering a new phase, could they really afford to pass up such a golden opportunity? No, they couldn’t. But Jacob would do all he could to mitigate the risks 
 
    “We make contact,” he said finally. “Is Powers keeping to routine?” 
 
    “As far as we can ascertain,” said Goss. “We’ve had no direct contact since Brady left. As a consequence, we’re unsure of his shift rotation. He still goes off base two or three evenings a week, sometimes to attend a Peace Corps meeting over in Wheelhouse, but mostly to visit the Blue Goose and Lazy Sue’s on the east side.” 
 
    “Is he being followed?” 
 
    “Not by human agents, though he might well be tagged. We have no way of knowing.” 
 
    “Well, we can find that out easily enough. Next time he ventures out onto the east side, take Capper and Marten and bring him in. Protocol 2.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Goss. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Fleet Intel, Trinity Base 
 
    “Can we be sure this communication is genuine?” asked Torrance, looking down at the file on his desk. 
 
    “Sig-Int believes that it’s authentic,” said Faulkner. “The message was sent in a high density burst on a very narrow sub-space carrier wave – aimed straight at Tycho. That in itself isn’t particularly unusual but the signal appears to have originated from within Northern Territories space. From their capital, to be precise.” 
 
    “Could it have been faked?” 
 
    “Almost impossible, according to Sig-Int. Sub-space carrier waves have frequency variances that are dependent on the distance from the signal source. We know of no way to replicate these variations artificially. That aside, the message was transmitted in a forty year old NT diplomatic code. One of the senior cryptanalysts picked it up. Mrs. Temperance Greenbow. Ever heard of her?” 
 
    Torrance shook his head. 
 
    “She’s something of a living legend – worked in cryptanalysis for almost fifty years. Quite brilliant if a little eccentric, and no respecter of rank or position. She’s a law unto herself and also a hopeless inebriate.” 
 
    “Rather ironic for someone called Temperance.” 
 
    “Yes, but the lady does get results, which is the important thing,” said Faulkner. “If not for her, the communiqué might still be sitting on a shelf somewhere in Sig-Int, buried amongst all the other undecipherable flotsam and jetsam. Considering the contents of the message, it would have been the biggest oversight of the war, not to mention the biggest blunder. Have you thought about how we should respond to the message?” 
 
    “It’ll have to go before the First Minister and the War Council but I will recommend giving them everything them are asking for – a full military alliance. I don’t see how we can give them any immediate material assistance but we can start collaborating on tactical and strategic planning almost immediately.” 
 
    “It will mean going on the offensive. Are we ready?” 
 
    Are we ready...? What army ever is, wondered Torrance. Whatever preparations you made, there was always more that could be done. Build more ships, enlist more troops, intensify training, gather more supplies, more reserves…  There was always something else that you could do to improve your chances of victory. Perhaps the most valuable commodity you could have was time. Construction of the Shield had bought the Alliance a vital period in which to regroup, retrain and rearm, but now the Combine had rendered the Shield redundant by the simple expedient of attacking the NT. Leaving the NT to fend for themselves simply wasn’t an option. The War Council would surely see that much. The Combine would know it too.  It would force the Alliance from behind the Shield and out into the open. Whether it turned out to be a masterstroke or the Combine’s greatest blunder remained to be seen. 
 
    “Ready? We’ll have to be,” said Torrance somberly. “The NT appear to be well armed and also well trained. However, compared to the Combine, their military arm is relatively small. They’ve enjoyed a few notable victories but I don’t think they’re in any position to fight a long, drawn out campaign – they won’t be able to replace battle losses in the necessary time scale. The Combine will fight a war of attrition and grind them out of existence if we let them. After which, of course, they will turn their attention back to us – and perhaps with all the technology they will have stolen from the NT.” 
 
    “Not a pleasant thought.” 
 
    “No. If we are going to act, it has to be now.” 
 
    “There is one other matter, of course…” said Faulkner slowly. 
 
    “Admirals Monk and Stewart.” 
 
    “Yes. If one of them is a traitor, this is the time you would expect them to make their move.” 
 
    “It would be their ideal opportunity,” said Torrance. 
 
    “Yes... and ours too.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16:  The Recruit 
 
    The Blue Goose, Tycho City 
 
    “Another one?” asked the barkeep. 
 
    “Yeah, one for the road.” said Powers. He turned and looked around the bar as the barkeep filled his glass. It was a quiet night, which was only to be expected. Dead Thursday, they called it – the last Thursday before the monthly pay check came through. Half the regular clientele would be spent out and the punters still with cash in their pockets would be saving it for the weekend revelries. 
 
    There were but half a dozen other customers scattered around the Blue Goose. Old Bernie was sitting in his usual seat near the door, staring vacantly at a glass of ale that he hardly ever touched. Though Powers had greeted him on occasion, Bernie had never lifted his head or uttered a sound. He just fixed his gaze on the glass and let the world pass on by. 
 
     ‘Trouble at home’, the barkeep had said knowingly. When Powers had enquired what kind of trouble, the barkeep grimaced. ‘Woman trouble, the very worst kind.’ Still single, Powers thought the topic best left alone. 
 
    Off to Powers’ right, three factory workers were playing cards, their good natured banter drifting across the room. And finally, over in the far corner, a young man and woman were whispering sweet nothings into one another’s ears. The Blue Goose was hardly noted as a venue for romantic interludes, but so captivated were they with each other’s company they either they hadn’t noticed or just didn’t care; probably the latter. Finally, the man whispered something that caused his date’s eyes to open wide in shock and indignation. Judging by the way she returned his wicked smile, the shock may have been real but the indignation likely feigned. The way they scuttled off to the exit – hand in hand and giggling as they went – just confirmed it. Good for you, thought Powers, and good to see that the war doesn’t get in the way of everything… 
 
    Finishing his drink, he pushed the empty glass across the bar and with a nod to the barkeep he headed outside. 
 
    It had been several weeks since he’d last seen Dan Brady at the private party at the Equinox Hotel. His talk with Brady and Godoy had left him in no doubt that he was being groomed. By now, he also knew that enquiries about his past had subsequently been made; Brigadier Faulkner had alerted him to the fact, though how Faulkner himself had come by the information was anyone’s guess. All Powers knew was that he had been investigated and that it wasn’t by any agency belonging to the Alliance. After that it had just been a matter of waiting for some kind of contact from the opposition – perhaps Franklin’s handler, perhaps someone else. But then… nothing. 
 
    The only thing of which they were certain was that Brady had disappeared without a trace. During the last two weeks, he hadn’t visited his apartment and neither had he answered any of his e-mails or messages. Furthermore, the IT guys at Fleet Intel had determined that none of his recent messages had even been opened. It could mean anything. Perhaps something had raised Brady’s suspicions and caused him to cut and run. Maybe it was be normal procedure. There was just no way of knowing. All Powers could do was keep frequenting his usual haunts, keep up his usual patter and hope for a break. 
 
    He stopped off for a bite to eat at a grill a few doors down from the Blue Goose and then headed off to the stairs leading up to street level. He’d spend an hour in Lazy Sue’s and then call it a night. 
 
    A steady rain was falling on 31st Street as he emerged from the stairway, the falling drops causing the few passersby to scurry along head bowed to whatever destination they were headed. Powers found the rain strangely comforting. It cushioned the harshness of the city sounds, absorbing the wail of distant police sirens and the clatter of rolling stock on the nearby railway sidings. Gazing upwards, he saw a myriad of silver streaks caught in the glare of the street lights, softening the industrial bleakness of the thoroughfare. It was almost… tranquil. 
 
    The tranquility ended abruptly as a medium sized van jerked to a halt alongside. Two men leapt out of the side door and bundled Powers inside before he had the slightest chance to react. No sooner was he inside than the van pulled smartly away. Pinned firmly to the floor, his arms were fastened behind his back and some kind of bag was pulled down over his head. 
 
    “Just relax,” said a voice. 
 
    “OK, you got it,” said Powers, his tone as neutral as he could manage. 
 
    “That’s very sensible of you, Mr. Powers,” said the voice. “Now I’ll ask you to lie still while one of my associates scans you. For your sake I hope you aren’t carrying any kind of homing device. It would be very unfortunate if you were.” 
 
    “I’m not,” said Powers. 
 
    “Forgive me if I don’t take your word on that. Even if you are, I’m afraid it won’t help you – the vehicle is shielded – but we’ll know soon enough in any case…” 
 
    “He’s clean,” said another after a minute. 
 
    “Good.  Now, Mr. Powers, I’d like to suggest that you lie back and enjoy the ride, but we really don’t want to take a chance on you memorizing how many left or right turns we make along the way. A hand pushed Powers’ head to one side and he felt a small jab in the side of his neck. He needed no guesses as to what it was, but he had time enough to reflect that it was at least delivered gently. 
 
    “We will be arriving at our destination directly,” said the voice, but by then Powers was already unconscious. 
 
    The van continued along 31st Street and then made several random turns. Satisfied that the vehicle wasn’t being tailed, the driver turned south and fifteen minutes later they were approaching a commercial district on the edge of the suburbs. Eventually, the vehicle slowed and pulled off the road, heading down a ramp which led to a small underground parking area, a metal shutter door closing behind it. 
 
    When Powers regained consciousness, he found himself strapped lightly into a straight backed chair. The bonds were loose enough that he could have wriggled out of them if necessary, which led him to conclude that they were less to constrain him and more to keep him from toppling onto the floor. The bag, however – one made from some kind of heavy material – was still in place over his head. 
 
    “Are you awake, Mr. Powers?” enquired a voice. It was not one of those he had heard in the van. It was softer, almost polite. 
 
    “Yes,” said Powers. “Where have you brought me?” 
 
    “You are in what I believe is termed a safe location.” 
 
    “Safe for who?” 
 
    “Safe for all concerned.” 
 
    “Is that so?” said Powers. “So would someone like to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “I think you already know. We are friends of Dan Brady.” 
 
    “Dan? Where is he? I’ve been trying to contact him.” 
 
    “Alas, Dan is no longer with us.” 
 
    “What do you mean, he’s no longer with us?”  
 
    “He’s not dead, if that is what you were thinking. Although as far as you are concerned, he may as well be. I imagine he’s safe in Combine space right now, enjoying a well earned break and making up for lost time with his wife and family. And there he will remain until he is called upon again.” 
 
    “And Godoy?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Jan Godoy. I met him at the Equinox.” 
 
    “I’m afraid the name means nothing to me. Should it?” 
 
    “I don’t know… I imagined it might,” said Powers uneasily. 
 
    “Ah, well, life if so full of uncertainties. We can be mistaken about so many things… But I digress. I assume you know why you are here?” 
 
    “I’ve got a pretty good idea.” 
 
    “Dan Brady said that you might be prepared to help us in our fight.” 
 
    “What kind of fight?” 
 
    “Can we not dispense with the cat and mouse games, Mr. Powers?” said the voice tiredly. “We share a common enemy – the Alliance government. Is that not so?” 
 
    “Fair enough. So you work for the Combine, right?” 
 
    “Obviously. Though I suppose from your point of view we could just as easily be Alliance counter espionage agents, could we not?” 
 
    “Which means what?” 
 
    “Which means that it’s time for you to make your choice.” 
 
    Powers paused for a few seconds before answering with as much conviction as he could muster. “I told Dan I’d help if I could. I meant it.” 
 
    “Mr. Powers, when you were drafted into the Alliance defense forces, I understand you took an oath of allegiance.” 
 
    “Yeah, we all did.” 
 
    “And this oath means nothing to you now?” 
 
    “Why should it? If you’ve talked to Dan, you’ll know why.” 
 
    “Yes… I’ve heard all about your vexations – your hostility towards the government, your contempt for the war profiteers and the disillusionment with your lot in life. And of course, you have every reason to feel that way. However, there remains one small problem.” 
 
    ‘Which is?” 
 
    “I’m not convinced that you are who or what you claim to be. I’m actually quite temped to put a bullet in the back of your head and forget all about you. Can you think of any reason why I shouldn’t?” 
 
    “You can check up on everything,” said Powers with unease. 
 
    “Rest assured we already have.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “We found exactly what we expected to find. No more, no less.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “It’s quite simple, Mr. Powers. If you were genuine, your story would of course check out. And if you were a plant…” 
 
    “You would expect my story to check out just the same...” 
 
    “Exactly.” Jacob stood in silence for a few moments, wondering what might be going through Powers’ mind. The man was sitting bolt upright in the chair. His breathing shallow but controlled, his hands gripping the seat bottom. Was he expecting a bullet through the head at any moment? No stranger to danger himself, Jacob felt a momentary sympathy for the man, but he brushed the feeling aside as soon as it entered his head. Powers was intelligent enough; he’d have known that he was embarking on a dangerous game. Sympathy was for innocents, and even then only some of the time. 
 
    “I do not trust you,” said Jacob slowly, “but under the circumstances, I am prepared to take a leap of faith. A small leap.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Powers with a relief that was entirely genuine. 
 
    “Listen carefully, Mr. Powers. One of my associates will now loosen your bonds and then remove the hood. You will face in front and not look behind you. Is that perfectly clear?” 
 
    “I got it.” 
 
    Powers heard someone approach and the cords around his chest were deftly removed. A hand then pulled the hood from his head, giving him his first look at his surroundings. It was some kind of basement, a storeroom perhaps, the walls and floor bare concrete, rows of empty shelves running along the far wall. The only light came from directly behind him, a pair of bright spot lamps that threw shadows of his head onto the far wall. Even if he did chance a look behind him, he was likely only to be dazzled in their glare. Directly in front was a plain table, on the top of which were a small electronic device, a data chip and single key on a key ring. 
 
    “What is it you want of me?” said Powers. 
 
    “As you will be well aware by now, the conflict has entered a new phase. With a proportion of our assets engaged in operations against the Northern Territories, the squadrons presently arranged against the Alliance will require careful marshalling. In the short term, things are – shall we say – finely balanced.” 
 
    “But if we – the Alliance, I mean – stay behind the Shield, what does it matter?” 
 
    “Ah, but we don’t expect the Alliance to stay behind the Shield, Mr. Powers. We expect the Alliance to come out and offer battle.” 
 
    “So that was the reason for the attack on the NT? To bring the Alliance out into the open?” 
 
    No, shouted a voice in Jacob’s head. The idiots in the high command underestimated their enemy. They allowed the building of that damned shield and then turned on their weaker neighbor in an attempt to assuage the situation. And now, that’s backfired as well, so we’re effectively on damage control. And that, my dear Mr. Powers, is the only reason you’re getting a leap of faith and not a bullet in the brain. 
 
    “I leave strategy to the generals,” said Jacob. “They do not interfere in my business – another lie – and I don’t interfere in theirs. We understand you are assigned to a post in the Fleet Liaison Office on Loyola Field.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Then I imagine all kinds of information passes through your office on a daily basis.” 
 
    “Sure. What kind of stuff are you looking for?” 
 
    “For the moment, we are particularly interested in data regarding Alliance fleet dispositions. Information as to which ships are in port, in which port, their battle readiness, their movement orders, things of that nature.” 
 
    “A lot of that kind of stuff comes across my desk,” said Powers. “Not always in great detail, but I get snippets.” 
 
    “What kind of snippets?” 
 
    “We deal with inter-service matters, you know? So for example, I heard that the battle-cruiser Champion’ s marine detachment is rotating out. Champion is presently in space dock above Willan 6 and the new detachment isn’t due to embark until next week, so in the meantime I don’t expect the Champion will be going anywhere.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Jacob. On its own, of little consequence, but in orchestra with data collected from other sources, the tactical analysts might be able to form a picture of events currently taking place on this side of the border. “We’ll certainly pass the information along. And that brings us to another topic – the question of payment.” 
 
    “Payment?” 
 
    “What do you expect in return for your efforts, Mr. Powers? We hardly expect you to offer your services for nothing. Indeed, depending of the quality of your information, we are prepared to be generous.” 
 
    “And what’s the going rate?” 
 
    “That rather depends on how you want the payment to be made. For most people it’s a simple business transaction – information for cash. For others it’s about power – generally the promise of a position of authority in the new order. And of course, there are those driven by more basic needs – sexual favors seem to be a perennial favorite.” 
 
    “I’m not asking for special treatment and I don’t want your damned money. As for women, I can find them for myself.” 
 
    “Am I to believe that you are motivated by principle alone, Mr. Powers? How very noble – not to mention rare. Are you sure there is nothing you require?” 
 
    “Well if you insist,” said Powers, “Maybe there is one thing.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “When it’s all over, get me fixed up with a decent cybernetic arm.” 
 
    “I’m sure that could be arranged,” said Jacob. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “If I think of anything, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Jacob. 
 
    “So what happens now? How do I contact you? How do we meet?” 
 
    “We don’t. Not directly.” 
 
    “Then how do–” 
 
    “The key on the table in front of you is that of a safe house, an apartment on the east side, not far from your usual haunts. You will find the address on the key ring. The apartment itself is small but secure, the kind used by travelling reps, company officials and the like. In the bedroom closet you will find a small transmitter similar to the one in front of you. The transmitter accepts all standard data chips but you will use the one here on the desk. It contains a single audio file – Drachen’s third symphony, I believe. By a simple drag and drop, anything you write to the chip can be embedded and encoded within the audio file, making it invisible to the casual viewer. Without the appropriate decoding software, the hidden file will be completely undetectable, which makes for a simple, safe and effective way of relaying data. As for transmission, simply power up the device, insert the chip and press the transmit icon. The process is fully automatic. I suggest you familiarize yourself with the operation of the device before we return you to your previous location.” 
 
    Powers picked up the transmitter – which at a glance looked very much like any other data pad – hit the power key and then inserted the chip. A few seconds later a ‘transmit’ icon lit up. With a tap of the finger whatever data was presently on the chip was sent into the ether. 
 
    “And that is all there is to it,” said Jacob. 
 
    “How about if someone is monitoring for transmissions?” 
 
    “Unlikely. Even if they are, the chances of the transmissions being detected are remote in the extreme. And even then, they will appear to be nothing more than a standard audio file, much like the thousands of others traversing the globe at any given time.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Powers. 
 
    “However,” continued Jacob. “The Alliance counter intelligence services are extremely capable – it would be unwise to underestimate them. There is always the possibility that you will be compromised, in which case I’ve no doubt they will attempt to use you to get to us.” 
 
    “Which is one of the reasons I’m looking at a wall...” 
 
    “Indeed, but there is one other precaution. Whatever data you send, you are to begin the text with the code words Blue Goose. If you are caught and coerced into sending some kind of false message, you are to either omit the code words or substitute them with an alternative. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes. Begin with Blue Goose,” repeated Powers. “Easy enough to remember.” 
 
    “Understand also that in the event of your capture there will be nothing we can do to aid you. You will be on your own.” 
 
    “I already am. Have been for a long time…” 
 
    “The important thing to remember is that although the information we are requesting is crucial, you should take no unnecessary risks. Wherever possible, commit whatever data you retrieve to memory – creating hard copies on site drastically increases risk. If you are who you say you are, you are no good to us in custody. 
 
    “And finally, keep to your usual off-duty routine, though I advise you to cut back on the rhetoric. From now on it would be better if you drew a little less attention to yourself. At some point in the future it may be necessary to contact you directly. In such cases we will initiate contact at one of your regular haunts, either the Blue Goose or Lazy Sue’s. Alternatively, a message may be left at the safe house. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    Powers shook his head. “No, I’m good.” 
 
    “Very well,” said Jacob. “Then we shall bid you farewell, Mr. Powers. Put the data chip and the key in a safe pocket, there’s a good fellow.” Powers leaned forward and swept up the two items, depositing them both in his jacket’s inside pocket. “Now if you’ll forgive us...” 
 
    Powers felt the same jab in the side of the neck and settled back in the chair, absently beginning a count to ten. The shadows projected onto the far wall began to drift out of focus as he reached four. On five, he saw them dance and swim. Try as he might, he couldn’t remember what number came after five. 
 
    Powers woke up to find himself half sitting, half lying on the back seat of a taxi cab, the driver whistling tunelessly as they sped along a highway. Powers forced open his eyes and squinted through the car’s window, the familiar view telling him they’d left Tycho City behind and were approaching Loyola field. 
 
    “Awake, are we?” said the driver brightly, glancing in the rear view mirror. “Just as well – you’re nearly home. Thought for a minute that I was going to have to carry you up to the gate. That wouldn’t do at all… How you feeling?” 
 
    “I’ve felt worse,” said Powers groggily. “Can’t remember when, but I’ve definitely felt worse.” 
 
    “That’s what they all say. At least you didn’t throw up in the back. That’s always a bonus. Lucky you’ve got some decent friends, too – if not for them you’d still be passed out on the sidewalk. It’s not the weather to be sleeping it off in the gutter, take my word for it.” 
 
    “Suppose not,” said Powers. He was still drowsy with sleep but whatever they’d used to drug him didn’t seem to have any lasting effects. By the time the base came into sight he was almost back to his normal self, or at least, as normal as he ever was after a night on the town.    
 
    “Well then, here we are,” said the cabbie. He pulled off the highway and coasted up to Loyola Field’s main gates, the guard detail eying the taxi suspiciously as it came to a halt. 
 
    “How much do I owe you?” asked Powers. 
 
    “Nothing – it’s already taken care of. Someone called Jacob said to tell you he’d paid.” 
 
    “Jacob?” 
 
    “That’s what the man said. You take care now, and take my advice and fasten that top button before you go in. The fighting sailor is entitled to tie one on once in a while, but not while improperly dressed. That’s how it was in my day, anyways.” 
 
    “Still is. I guess bullshit never changes,” said Powers with a laugh. “Thanks.” 
 
    Powers waved as the taxi pulled away and then raised his hand to fasten the offending button. But he first reached to his inside pocket – the data chip and key ring were still there. At once he recalled the events from being bundled into the van up to his waking up in the taxi, wondering just how serious that man had been about putting a bullet in his head. Was he the Jacob of frame, the Combine deep cover agent who was said to be running Franklin? And if he was, it prompted another question. After the almost theatrically elaborate security precautions – the masks, the back lights and the knock out jabs – why then reveal a name? It didn’t quite add up. Passing his ID card to the guard he shrugged the mystery aside. Whatever the reason, all that mattered was that he’d made contact. He was one step closer to achieving his mission. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    “We should have pressured him more,” said Goss. 
 
    “That may come later,” replied Jacob, “but for the present I think Powers is already under enough stress. He’s just agreed to aid his government’s sworn enemy, to actively betray his friends–” 
 
    “Friends? I don’t think he has any.” 
 
    “Then his peers, his former comrades in arms, the people he works with day in, day out – their wives, husbands, children… Tell me Goss, what would you suppose he’s doing right now?” 
 
    “Sleeping it off, I would imagine.” 
 
    “Deep, untroubled slumbers, perhaps? The sleep of a man at peace both with himself and the universe?” 
 
    “He made his own decision. We didn’t twist his arm.” 
 
    “I think I’d feel better if we had. Then we’d have some levers to use against him. I suppose you could be right – he may well be enjoying the sleep of the righteous, but I’d lay bets that right now he’s wondering what he’s got himself into, or worse, wondering how he can get out of it. It’s one thing to walk up to the edge of the precipice. It’s quite another to jump.” 
 
    “The orders from Tarsus Centre were quite specific.” 
 
    “As they always are, Goss.” 
 
    “Maximum effort. We have a source that could, potentially, give us access to game changing information.” 
 
    “I agree, which is why we will proceed with caution.” 
 
    “Which is in conflict with our orders. Instructing him to take no unnecessary risks was a mistake.” 
 
    “You think I should have instructed Powers to take overt risks?” 
 
    “Calculated risks,” said Goss. “We could also have given him some tools of the trade.” 
 
    Calculated risks, thought Jacob. The only way you could calculate the risks was by knowing all the variables, and when did that ever come to pass? You could factor in all the things you knew, and even some of the things you knew you didn’t know. The real enemy was the stuff you didn’t know that didn’t know. There was no way to factor any of that into any equation, unless someone invented a mathematical symbol that represented a shrug of the shoulders. But risk was all part of the game, and the greater the risk, the greater the gain. Unfortunately, that was all that Goss seemed to be focused upon – the gain. He was an ambitious one, was Goss. He’d come charging out of the blocks after graduating from the Braga Institute and somewhere along the line had been deemed suitable for fast tracking through the ranks. His last tour has been a resounding success; it was said that he’d recruited a level 2 source – someone high up in the civilian administration on Skarla Prime – after which Goss’s stock had risen considerably. And now, here he was in the Alliance capital, ready to weave the same magic. But Skarla wasn’t Tycho, and Goss had yet to learn how or why, though both should have been obvious. Tycho held all the finest treasures of the Alliance, but treasures that were guarded by the Alliance’s most able people. Men like Faulkner, men who would dangle bait like Powers on the end of the line just to see what predators turned up. Goss was convinced that Powers was the real deal; perhaps he had good reason, or perhaps he just wanted or needed to believe it so. Another resounding success here on Tycho and Goss might be rewarded with another promotion and a department of his own in Tarsus Centre, a plush office, a seat at all the right tables and an invitation to all the right cocktail parties. 
 
    Jacob still had his reservations, which is why he hadn’t offered Powers any of the specialized tools of the trade, the miniaturized cameras and eavesdropping devices that could be hidden in all manner of everyday items from buttons to band aids. If he was a plant, they’d simply be handing the enemy an example of the Combine’s latest technology. 
 
    The same reservations dictated that Jacob would continue his investigations into Powers’ background, because that part of the job never stopped – ever. 
 
    “We will proceed as we are,” said Jacob. “If and when we confirm Powers’ credentials, we will reassess the situation and then act accordingly. Understood?” 
 
    “As you wish,” said Goss sourly. Then he turned abruptly on his heels and stalked from the room. 
 
    Jacob exhaled slowly. Goss was an officer, a major in the security services – indeed, he was one of the youngest majors on the list – but Jacob held the nominal rank of colonel. It had been a very long time since he’d actually donned the uniform but the rank still held. In any other branch of the service, Goss’s behavior would have been insolent, bordering on insubordinate. It was true that while in enemy territory, normal military protocol was shunted to one side but Jacob was old school – even in the absence of convention there was still a place for deference and respect. Goss seemed to have little time for either. 
 
    It was another red flag. Since arriving on station several months previously, Goss had become gradually more difficult to supervise; control may have been the more accurate word. He followed instructions – probably – but of late it was either grudgingly or condescendingly, to the point that Jacob wondered if the man had his own personal agenda. From the start, Jacob had found Goss a difficult man to like; he’d been aloof, slightly snobbish, pompous, even, but that was starting to spill over into arrogance and disdain. Whether the change was fuelled by pride or his patronage by those in high places, who could say? If it was pride, the next step would be over confidence, which would make Goss as dangerous to his friends as his enemies; perhaps more so. 
 
    Jacob rubbed his fingers in slow circles around his temples. He had enough problems without having to worry about an obstreperous lieutenant. Goss and people like him were but a product of their time; they lived in an age where patience had ceased to be a virtue and inactivity had almost become a sin. They were driven to act, to do something – anything – rather than nothing, however badly the ‘something’ in question might turn out. It was an exaggeration, he knew, perhaps even a gross one, but the clamor to achieve results was real enough, and judging by the decision to attack the NT, it was as prevalent within the Combine high command as it was among men like Goss. 
 
    Times had changed. Was he the one that had failed to change with them? Had he spent too many years living among the enemy and irrevocably stuck in the old ways? 
 
    When Jacob had first set foot on Tycho, neither the Alliance nor the Combine existed as political entities. They were just two loose federations, each promoting trade and co-operation between their member worlds. 
 
    It was a full ten years before the outbreak of hostilities when Erik Rowe upped roots and relocated his family to Tycho. They’d all been sorry to leave their home on Minden 3, but Tycho had just offered better opportunities for the ambitious businessman that Rowe was. Leaving the economic backwater of Minden behind, Rowe invested his life savings in a small import/export business in Tycho City. Through a combination of hard work and sound business acumen, the company soon began to flourish. Ten years later, Rowe & Son had become one of the most successful independent trading houses in Tycho City. The future looked assured, but then news of the first skirmishes started to filter down. At first, it was unclear exactly who was fighting whom, or even for what reason, but as the conflict spread and escalated, there occurred a natural division as world after world aligned itself with its neighbors. Although there would still be a period of jostling, a hard border between the two great powers was beginning to emerge. As it gradually took shape, it became clear that the Rowe family was going to find itself on the wrong side of the line. Their friends, relatives, indeed their very roots, lay inside the realm of the newly styled Combined Worlds. 
 
    But there was still the hope that all concerned would step back from the brink and that cooler heads would prevail. ‘It’ll all be over by Founder’s Day’ predicted one news feed optimistically. ‘Sense will surely prevail, an accord will be reached and peace restored; a peace that will be guaranteed for generations to come’. 
 
    But Founder’s Day came and went and there was still no end in sight, the hostilities only increasing in brutality as the newly assembled regional government mobilized ever more militia-men and ships. 
 
    It was around that time that Maybelline Rowe broached the subject of returning home to Minden 3. The rest of their family was there, her mother was there, and if things continued like this, who knew how much longer the border might remain open? And if the situation worsened still more, what kind of future might they expect on Tycho? Who knew what further ordeals the future might bring? Erik Rowe found himself in reluctant agreement. He resolved to escort Maybelline and the two girls back to Minden 3, leaving his son Marcus in charge of company affairs pending his return. After that, they’d assess the situation and if the worst came to the worst, they’d sell up and leave Tycho for good. 
 
    On the day of their departure, Marcus made the short trip to Loyola Air Terminal to see his family safely on their way. Standing by the departure gate, he kissed mother, gave each of his sisters a hug and gave his father solemn assurance that Rowe & Son was in safe hands until his return. Waving goodbye as they disappeared through the revolving doors, he made his way to the observation lounge to watch the shuttle begin its journey up to the space dock in orbit around Tycho. There, the Rowe family would board the hyper-liner that would take them to the independent world of Sanda, from whence they would make the transit to Minden 3. 
 
    It was the last time that Marcus Rowe saw his family alive. Their hyper-liner was intercepted by some kind of raider en route to Sanda. A garbled Mayday was picked up but by the time friendly units arrived on the scene, all that was to be found was an expanding debris field which contained the shattered remains of the hyper-liner, its crew and four hundred passengers. There were no survivors, there were no witnesses. Some would later say that it was the first recorded atrocity of the conflict, but committed by whom? The Combine claimed it was a privateer in the employ of the newly formed Alliance. The Alliance immediately disavowed any knowledge of the incident, dismissing the claims as Combine propaganda. 
 
    Marcus was in no doubt. Propaganda hadn’t killed his family – missiles and plasma cannons had. And of course the Alliance was responsible – who else could it have been? The passenger manifest was clear enough – almost all were citizens of worlds within the Combine sphere of influence. Did they really expect him to believe that the Combine would destroy one of their own liners, slaughter their own people? It was insanity, pure and simple. 
 
    Years later, Marcus would wonder if he ever truly grieved the passing of his family. It had been so sudden, so abrupt and so very, very final. There were no funeral arrangements to be made, no remains to bury; his family had just… gone. It was as if they had departed for a long vacation on some distant world, but had chosen never to return. In the course of time a brief memorial service was held, attended mainly by friends and business acquaintances they’d made during their years on Tycho. The mourners were as shocked and saddened as Marcus, but there was something else, a sense of embarrassment, perhaps even guilt at the course of events. One or two shuffled uncomfortably from foot to foot, perhaps wondering if the young man standing before them now considered them the enemy. 
 
    He didn’t. At least, not yet. For the most part, these were people with whom he’d shared his formative years and reached adult maturity. They were all decent people – genuine, respectable and hard working. Indeed, some of them would help him through the months ahead as he threw himself into his work, the only concrete thing left to him and the only connection to his past that had any meaning. He toyed with the idea of returning to Minden 3 but rejected the notion just as quickly. With the opening of a safe corridor, the crossing could be made without peril but to what would he be returning? His early childhood memories of Minden 3 were vague at best and his extended family just photos in an album. But yet, with the forming of the Alliance, Tycho was no longer a place he could think of as home. This… Alliance… had murdered his parents and sisters. 
 
     No official account of the destruction the hyper-liner was ever released. There were rumors, of course. Perhaps it was an attack by a rogue pilot with a score to settle. Perhaps the hyper-liner was mistakenly identified as a hostile. Perhaps it was officially sanctioned and subsequently covered up. Whatever the reason, it was a crime that Marcus could not, would not, forgive. 
 
    Long months later, he found himself standing alone besides the small commemorative plaque set in a wall in the memorial gardens near his home in Tycho City. Having recognized the need of a place to remember those lost in the depths of space, it was but one of many such gardens that had sprung up in recent times. 
 
    As was his habit, he traced the names of his parents and siblings with a forefinger, the simple act triggering a cascade of sounds and images which surged into his mind. Strangely, he felt closer to his family here than anywhere else. Whether the closeness was real or imagined, he couldn’t tell, but in it he was able to find a measure of solace. Not peace, exactly – he doubted he would ever be at peace again – but an inner strength, a much needed will to carry on. Some ventured that this was the place that his family’s spirits had chosen to rest. It was a comforting notion, but one Marcus struggled with. Making sense of the metaphysical had never been his strong point. 
 
     Tracing the final Rowe, he pondered his fellow mourners. Many were much like him; men and women with grim faces, each bearing their pain with as much dignity as they could muster, each a victim in their own way. He found them inspiring, but at the same time, sadly pathetic. The thought momentarily shamed him, but then he saw the fundamental difference between himself and the others who visited the gardens. There was a pattern to their actions. They arrived at the gates with heads held high, faces fixed like masks. They wandered the aisles slowly, pausing here and there until they found what they were looking for, the one significant name amongst the many. And then reality would bite; the mask would break and the tears would fall. Eventually they would bid a final farewell and turn away, backs no longer straight, bent perhaps by sorrow, or perhaps by the realization that a name carved in granite was a poor bargain for the life of a loved one. 
 
    For Marcus, the experience was different – almost the opposite. Whatever his mood when he entered through the ornamental gates – and there were days when it was bleak indeed – the experience of seeing their names in stone uplifted him in a way that he couldn’t explain. Perhaps the experience was indeed spiritual. Or was it just him taking another small step towards closure? And how would you know the difference? 
 
    As always, these were the contemplations that occupied his mind as he gazed at his family’s memorial tablet. So lost in thought was he that he barely noticed a slightly built, middle aged man walk up alongside. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” the man said simply. 
 
    Dragged back into reality, Marcus looked into the stranger’s eyes. “I’m sorry. Do I know you?” 
 
    “No, I think not.” The man paused and looked slowly about. “I bring greetings from the Combined Worlds.” 
 
    Marcus looked at him curiously. “The Combined Worlds…” It was neither question nor statement but all he could think of to say. 
 
    “I’m here to assure you that you are not alone. There are others who share in your grief.” 
 
    “What are you, some kind of counselor?” said Marcus. 
 
    “No, I am not a counselor.” The man half smiled but then became immediately serious. “I cannot bring back your family, Mr. Rowe. They are gone, casualties of war.” 
 
    “Who killed them?” 
 
    “I can’t answer that. I cannot offer you solace, and neither can I offer you revenge. All I can offer you is a purpose to your life. Redemption, perhaps.” 
 
    Marcus again looked at the man curiously. He had no need of counseling. Purpose and redemption, on the other hand, were things he could use. 
 
    It soon became apparent that the mysterious stranger knew all there was to know about Marcus Rowe, his family and his work. It also became clear that he saw the Alliance as an implacable foe; an enemy that he would fight with all the tools at his disposal; in his case, the tools of espionage. 
 
    Within months, Marcus was providing a wealth of information regarding the movement of war material in and out of Tycho. As head of an import/export business, it was a simple enough matter. Contracts came his way and even the ones for which his bids were unsuccessful gave him hard data about cargos, dates and destinations. Most valuable of all was his contact book. He was within reach of a host of people, some of whom he knew to be at least sympathetic to the Combine cause, if not downright hostile towards the Alliance. That they lived within its borders meant that they were necessarily cautious but as the war dragged on, so – in some cases – did their resolve. Soon Marcus was handling informers of his own. Low level informers to be sure, but his intelligence was valuable enough to be noticed by one of the controllers back in Tarsus Center. Marcus was gradually allowed more responsibility, eventually rising to second in command of the cell that the slightly built, middle aged stranger had established at the beginning of the war. His new post required a code name. The name Jacob was chosen for no other reason than it was next on the list. 
 
    Meanwhile, Rowe & Son continued to prosper; the war all but guaranteed it. A further bonus was that Jacob’s reserved occupation precluded his being drafted into the Alliance military. More than once, Jacob reflected that receiving his call-up papers would have been the ultimate irony. 
 
    Over the years, Rowe & Son grew to the point that there occurred a gradual interference from both the government and the military. On reaching his mid thirties, Marcus decided to pull out, selling a 75% stake of Rowe & Son to the Armaments Board. After that, he travelled the length and breadth of Alliance space, ostensibly looking for new investments. His tours also included several clandestine trips across the border, where he received the very best training that the Combine espionage machine could offer. He was an able student, a quick learner and most important of all, a complete natural. He had the gift. He had the eye for a score and the nose for a fraud. He could charm, flatter, threaten or blackmail, all with consummate skill. He became a master of his craft. 
 
    On returning to Tycho, he set up Rowe Enterprises, a management consultancy specializing in the import-export business. His years of experience gave him the perfect cover, and Rowe Enterprises the perfect front for his more clandestine activities. 
 
    And now, Jacob was one of the longest serving agents working Alliance space. That in itself was a minor miracle; the life expectancy of an agent serving in hostile territory was not generally measured in decades. But survive he had. Partly by luck – he was sage enough to recognize that – but mostly by keeping to procedure and managing risks, which brought his thoughts back to Goss...  and Powers… and Franklin. Three very different men who for different reasons would require careful monitoring and handling. 
 
    As an afterthought, he also wondered which one of the three might end up being responsible for his death. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    In the adjacent room, Goss was also deep in thought. To his mind, Powers was an absolute godsend – precisely the kind of asset the Combine needed. A dozen more like him and the analysts back at Tarsus Center would be able to piece together a more than adequate picture of Alliance dispositions and intentions. Powers and people like him should be exploited to the full, not cosseted. Were there risks? Yes, of course there were. Every time Powers relayed information there was a chance that he could be compromised in some way. He might be observed by his peers or fall prey to some routine check. Alternatively, he might make some elementary mistake; let his guard down or perhaps allow something slip while under the influence of drink. Some informers had even been known to boast of their activities. Goss didn’t think Powers was quite that stupid but you could never tell. Statistically speaking, every asset had a shelf life, measured not so much in months or years, but in terms of the value or frequency of the intelligence delivered. The Combine needed the intelligence now. Better Powers be caught delivering a high volume of valuable value data in the short term than chicken feed over the long. 
 
    And thus Goss turned his thoughts towards Jacob, the ultimate survivor – the cell leader who had far exceeded the expected shelf life of any agent in enemy territory. In such a perilous occupation, how had he managed to achieve such longevity? 
 
    There could be only so many reasons. One cause might be a simple lack of endeavor. It wasn’t unknown for agents to arrive in enemy territory and simply hunker down and wait for their tour to end, avoiding anything that could compromise their position. Such operatives inevitably became conspicuous by their lack of results, a situation that the controllers at Tarsus Center would tolerate for only so long. In the course of time, the offending individual would be recalled and transferred to a position more suited to his or her abilities, most often to one of the ranger battalions, the shock troops of the Combine whose life expectancy on the battlefield was measured in minutes rather than days or weeks, and certainly not months or years. 
 
    Apart from the fact that Jacob was rather too old for such redeployment, he had – to his credit – been supplying high value data for years. That in its self raised further questions. Had Jacob been very, very able, or had he simply been very, very lucky. Unfortunately for Jacob, his very success had been enough to arouse the suspicions of his masters back home, for there was, of course, one other possible reason for his longevity – that he had long since made a pact with the enemy. 
 
    Before leaving for Tycho, Goss had been assigned two distinct and disparate missions. One was to assist the cell to the best of his ability, to aid in the handling of agents and, if possible, to develop contacts of his own. The other was to undertake a detailed evaluation of the leader himself; to assess his ability, his devotion to the cause and above all, his loyalty. The mere fact that Jacob’s loyalty had been questioned was quite enough for Goss. Tasked with finding evidence of his duplicity, Goss the achiever would quite naturally find it… whether it existed or not.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17:  Offensive Action 
 
    Joint Chiefs, Trinity Base 
 
    “Gentlemen, this meeting is now in session,” said Torrance to the assembled Joint Chiefs as Major Seagers withdrew from the conference room, closing the great oak doors behind him.  
 
    “As you are now all aware, the Northern Territories government has requested our help in the fight against the Combine. For the past three days, our elected officials have been in negotiation with their counterparts in the NT, the result of which is that a full military alliance has been agreed upon. The War Council has instructed us to liaise with the NT High Command in drawing up a plan of attack in the shortest possible timeframe. 
 
    “In front of you, you will find the latest situation and combat readiness reports. If you would look at the uppermost sheet you will see estimates on current Combine strength by class of vessel. On the next page you will see the present disposition of Alliance and NT forces. Underneath, you will also find an appendix with detailed information of NT units which at present are probably unfamiliar to you.” 
 
    “They have no fighter carriers,” remarked Admiral Stewart. 
 
    “This is true. They’ve built their fleet around a class of super-heavy cruiser. In effect a larger version of our Z-class destroyers. Formidable vessels but like our Zs, relatively few in number. Their offensive weapons would appear comparable to ours but their defenses are markedly superior. Their larger units are equipped with multi-layered shields that are capable of deflecting a full volley of Spartax missiles.” 
 
    “That’s something that would come in mighty handy,” said Admiral Monk. “Are they prepared to share their technology?” 
 
    “That may come later but for the time being, an exchange of technology is not on the agenda.” 
 
    “According to these figures, with the addition of the NT fleet we now have superiority over the Combine,” said General Vandenberg. 
 
    “In numbers, yes, though there is considerable disparity in numbers by type,” said Torrance. “They have more fighter carriers and battleships. We are superior in cruiser and destroyer squadrons. Opinions?” 
 
    “A head to head fleet action will do neither side any good,” said Stewart. “Particularly us. They have fifty battlewagons to our – what is it – thirty eight? We need to use the superior speed and maneuverability of our cruisers to carve them up piece by piece.” 
 
    “What’s the latest intelligence on the Combine’s border defenses?” said General Leyland. 
 
    “Fortunately for us, the Combine channeled most of their recent efforts into the defense of Haalikon, Ebron and Odeida – efforts that have been overtaken by circumstances. As for the rest of the front, their defenses remain much as they were a year ago. Like us, they utilize warp field disrupters, but deploy them for local rather than strategic defense. Some parts of their borders are protected but they don’t deploy units with any saturation or strength in depth. There are a number of routes into Combine space open to us.” 
 
    “I’d go for Tarsus,” said Monk. “Concentrate the bulk of our fleet into one strike force and go straight at Tarsus.  It’s where Combine space is at its narrowest – just sixty light years across. It’s a major transport hub and also home to their largest shipbuilding and support facility.” 
 
    “It would be well defended,” said Vandenberg, “But if we could take and hold Tarsus it would split the Combine in two.” 
 
    “General Leyland?” said Torrance. 
 
    “It’s bold,” said Leyland. “But there too many risks involved. The attack would have to be very carefully coordinated and we’d need to rely on the NT mounting an equally successful offensive. Get the timing wrong or get bogged down and the Combine could catch us cold.” 
 
    “He’s right,” said Stewart. “We’d be better off applying pressure on a broader front. Probe their defenses with a few carrier groups and see how they respond. If we can get them reacting to us, we can start dictating the terms of the battle. The objective should be to stretch them thin enough so we can punch through. There are any number of tactics we could employ – hit and run attacks, reconnaissance in force, large scale raids, feints – just keep switching the focus of the attacks and we’ll soon have them off balance. We could even try using a couple of carriers to lure a chunk of their fleet into action and then close the trap. We’ve now got the ships to do it – dangle a brace of carriers in front of them and they’ll soon take the bait.” 
 
    “It will take far too long,” said Monk. “The Combine is off balance now. We need to hit them now. Give them time to regroup and reorganize and we lose the initiative.” 
 
    “Get an attack on Tarsus wrong and we’ll lose a lot more than the initiative,” retorted Stewart. 
 
    Torrance sat in silence as the argument swept back and forth. Stewart and Leyland on one side, Monk and Vandenberg on the other. Both strategies had merits, both had inherent weaknesses. But wasn’t that always the case? 
 
    “Whatever we do,” said General Leyland. “We need to order a general mobilization, bring up the reserves and move the fleet to their forward bases. We can do that immediately.” 
 
    “And show our hand to the Combine?” said Monk. 
 
    “They will already suspect an attack. It would be stupid to think they aren’t keeping a very close eye on what we are doing.” 
 
    Torrance resisted the urge to glance at either Stewart or Monk. 
 
    “If nothing else,” continued Leyland, “It will force them to divert assets away from the NT border sooner than they might have done.” 
 
    Torrance nodded. “I agree with General Leyland that taking pressure off the NT is vital. I’ll issue the orders for a general mobilization and we’ll move all units to their forward positions immediately. As for the rest, I will take some time to consider your comments before I confer with our counterparts in the NT. Thank you, gentlemen. That is all.” 
 
    Loyola Field 
 
    Despite Powers’ misgivings about shuffling papers around all day, he soon came to the conclusion that the liaison office at Loyola Field wasn’t the worst place in the world to earn your daily crust. True, the work mind-numbingly dull, but provided he was punctual and properly attired, he was left to get on with his allotted duties with little interference. In the long run it made it easier to maintain his persona as a disillusioned malcontent, which was a pity because several of his new colleagues seemed quite likable people. Having said that, he’d met quite a few people on the other side of the border who had also been very likable, and those same people had devoted their time and energy into dreaming up new and ever more terrible ways to slaughter soldiers of the Alliance. Powers wasn’t sure what to make of that. A part of him reasoned that his enemies’ ability to maintain a sense of humor made them at least partly human. Another part of him reasoned that anyone who could joke about dissolving enemy troopers with air-burst corrosive munitions was one sick son-of-a-bitch. 
 
    Whatever the truth, the role he was now being asked to play necessitated keeping his colleagues at arm’s length. It wasn’t difficult. Most of his shift was spent in his cubicle and when forced out into the open he deliberately made no effort to be sociable. After a few weeks, the majority of his colleagues had taken the hint. The two exceptions were an aging Lieutenant Commander who, as far as Powers could make out, was trying to act as a father figure, and an only slightly younger female non-com who seemed to think that he might also need mothering. Their obvious goodwill made his job both harder and easier. Harder because despite their best intentions, they were becoming a damned nuisance, and easier because people like this were one of the reasons that he was still fighting – honest, decent folk who held simple values that were actually worth fighting for. 
 
    “We’re going for lunch,” said the non-com. “Like to join us?” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Powers without looking up, “but I’ve already got something planned.” 
 
    “No probs,” said the non-com. “Catch you next time.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure…” Powers waited a few seconds before glancing up. Looking over to the exit, he was relieved to see the non-com disappear through the door. Telling her that he had something planned was closer to the truth than he might have wished, but it was the answer he gave every time. His ‘plan’ usually entailed a sandwich in the privacy of his cubicle followed by a stroll along the field’s perimeter fence. Today would be the same – or very nearly. 
 
    By the time he’d finished his sandwich, the office was empty. He threw the wrapper into the garbage and made his way outside, heading off on his usual walk towards the end of the base’s main runway. If anyone asked, he’d just say that he enjoyed watching the various craft coming in to land. 
 
    His route took him past a pair of workshops and then around the back of a disused hangar. As he turned the last corner, he looked casually behind him. Certain that he wasn’t being observed, he pushed open a door in the hangar wall and climbed into the back of a vehicle that was waiting just inside. 
 
    “Any further contact?” asked Brigadier Faulkner without preamble. 
 
    “No,” said Powers. “To be honest, I doubt there will be. The arrangements they’ve put in place are pretty cute. It allows me to pass on data without having to make any kind of direct contact. There isn’t even a dead drop for us to keep an eye on.” 
 
    “And you have no further ideas as to where you were taken?” 
 
    “Not really. Given the time frame, it must have been somewhere within or very close to Tycho City, which of course is of no help at all. They went to great pains to hide both the location and their identities.” 
 
    “And if they need to get in touch with you?” 
 
    “Either at the apartment or one of my haunts over on the east side.” 
 
    Faulkner nodded. His adversaries were far from stupid and of course they’d set things up to their best advantage. “Let me know your exact movements whenever you’re planning a night out on the town. I’ll have some people keep an eye on you, and whoever might be around to contact you. But, if they’re being deliberately cautious…” 
 
    “Indeed. Why bother making personal contact when they could just as easily send a letter through the damned mail.” 
 
    “Quite,” said Faulkner. “The apartment was a dead end, by the way. It’s leased to a non-existent company and the rent is paid up until the end of next year.” 
 
    “I was wondering about this,” said Powers, holding up the data chip that Jacob had given him. “I’m no expert on field communications but there might be something the nerds in IT can learn from it, or even from the transmitter in the apartment.” 
 
    Faulkner turned the chip over in his hand. “Possibly… but it’s odds on that the chip has some kind of fail-safe software built into the architecture. Ours certainly have. Tampering with it might just alert the enemy that we’re on to them. As for the apartment, we’ll keep an eye on it but quietly and from a distance. Major, when you first undertook this mission, I wasn’t overly hopeful of a result, but now that you’ve made contact, I don’t intend to waste the opportunity. The last thing we want to do now is tip our hand by being too eager. For the time being, just keep to your normal routine – I’ll make sure you are provided with enough tit-bits to keep your handlers interested, and after that, who knows? Perhaps we’ll get a break. And even if we don’t, the operation will at least provide us with a conduit to the enemy, one which we may be able to use to our advantage in the future.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Powers. “Any news on Tom Brady?” 
 
    “Is this the man?” Faulkner held up a photograph which showed Powers and Brady standing together in the lobby of the Equinox Center. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s him.” 
 
    “We pulled this from the internal security cameras. Since then, we’ve run every check imaginable but can’t find any record of the man. For certain, he was never employed in any of the steel mills over on the east side. Seems likely he was a Combine ferret.” 
 
    “A first contact specialist.” 
 
    “Correct. He was probably on a transport out of here the day after this photo was taken. We’ll circulate the picture as a matter of course. I suppose it’s possible he might show up elsewhere sometime in the future.” 
 
    “And Jan Godoy?” 
 
    “As ever, our friend Mr. Godoy is being watched very closely.” 
 
    “The man’s rotten through and through,” said Powers with only thinly veiled contempt. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve no doubt he is. Unfortunately, he is very adept at maintaining an impression of innocence. During your conversation with him, did he even once suggest anything implicitly treacherous?” 
 
    “In all honesty, no,” said Powers. 
 
    “That’s what he does. He’s clever all right. He’ll lead you right up to the door marked treason and then leave you to go through on your own. He’s never once implicated himself in anything overtly seditious.” 
 
    “With respect, sir, couldn’t someone arrange to have him fall under the wheels of a runaway bus?” 
 
    “I’d be lying if I said it hadn’t crossed my mind, Major. The reasons we’ve refrained from eliminating him are twofold. Firstly, it would allow militants within the peace movement to fan the flames of revolution by claiming that the government and the military are the true enemy. We are not. The Combine is, which brings us neatly to the second point. One important difference between us and them is that we don’t eliminate our enemies – at least, not without due process. Don’t worry, Major, our friend Godoy will slip up one day, mark my words, and when he does, I’ll be waiting. And then we let justice take its course. He’ll have his day in court and so will I. Then at the end of a very public trial he’ll be found guilty and shortly thereafter find himself with a hangman’s noose around his neck.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right about that, sir.” 
 
    “I am, Major. It’s just a matter of time.” 
 
    “In that case, could I ask the brigadier to reserve me seat in the public gallery?” 
 
    “I think you’ll find yourself at the back of a very long queue waiting for that privilege, Major. That said, achieve some results with your present mission and I’ll guarantee you a front row seat.” 
 
    “That, sir, is a deal,” said Powers. “Now if you’ll forgive me, it’s time I was back on duty.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Faulkner. “Carry on.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
      C-in-C’s Office, Trinity Base 
 
    Major Seagers official role was that of Torrance’s aide de camp, and was one that he naturally excelled at. According to the edicts of the military handbook, his primary function was ‘to assist the General in the performance of his duties’. All very simple in theory, but rather more difficult in practice. As was often the case for someone in his position, he had, over the course of time, gradually assumed several less formal roles – acting as friend and confidante to Torrance in many things professional and to a lesser extent personal. Seagers was also possessed of the ability to function as the perfect sounding board for Torrance’s thoughts and ideas. Not that he ventured many opinions on the General’s musings; he realized that it was just the General’s way of confirming in his own mind that which he already knew. 
 
    “The problem with a single, direct thrust, Seagers,” said Torrance as he gazed out of his office windows, “is that at this stage of the game, it could very well play right into the Combine’s hands.  They’ve always been adept at concentrating their forces and launching quick, robust counter attacks. The last thing we need is another reverse like Operation Zealous, that’s for sure. On top of that, there’s the problem of supply. It could take as many resources to keep the supply lines open as it would to maintain the offensive, and with the ever present danger of having the lines cut, with possible disastrous results.” 
 
    “Very true, Sir,” said Seagers. 
 
    “On the other hand, fighting over a broad front keeps the supply lines short and allows us to pressure the Combine everywhere. The downside, of course, is that we are strong nowhere. It hands the enemy the opportunity to break through if they identify a weak area… But… with the Combine busy with the NT, how likely is that?” 
 
    “Is that a rhetorical question, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, Major, I believe it is. The Combine have lost the initiative – at least temporarily. The NT have surprised them, given them a bloody nose and thrown their plans into disarray. Ha! It serves them damn well right. And right now the Combine are still adjusting their tactics to meet the threat. That gives us time, which can be both friend and enemy, but in this particular case it is very definitely our ally.” Torrance turned from the window and walked over to the star map on the opposite wall. “Tarsus,” he said, pointing to a world at the very center of Combine space. “Now there’s a tempting target for you. Just sitting there, perfectly ripe and just waiting to be plucked… but not today. We may well turn out attentions there in the future but in the short term it’s not in our interests to take any risks, and Tarsus would be a risk indeed. I’m going to issue orders for an offensive over a broad front. Maybe we can’t be strong everywhere, but neither can they. We’ll keep them off balance, a push here, a probe there. We’ll harry them, harass them and grind away at their defenses and wait until a crack appears. And if one does, Seagers…” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Then we’ll have the bastards.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18:  LC225 
 
    The Alliance’s first incursion into Combine space was a reconnaissance in force. The three Zs were once more in action, this time supporting a carrier battle group. Their orders were to spread confusion among the systems on the enemy’s left flank. 
 
    Arriving at the first target – a minor system of little strategic value – the Combine military was conspicuous only by its absence. Apart from a pair of aging gunboats which wisely retreated towards the far side of the system, the only other military asset was a small repair depot in orbit around a colony on the fifth planet. The Alliance battle group immediately closed on the planet and speedily obliterated the few orbital batteries on station. A terse ultimatum was then issued to the defenseless depot: Evacuate immediately or face the consequences. The depot’s commander wasted no time in signaling his compliance. The battle group stood off as the depot’s crew withdrew, a pair of shuttlecraft transporting them to the safety of the planet below. A cruiser then made short work of the depot, after which the battle group formed up and made several sedate orbits of the planet, simply to show the inhabitants that they could.  
 
    The group then retreated to Alliance space, skirting the border before heading back into Combine territory, emerging in a system just two light years from their previous target. This time the objective was a mining and shipbuilding complex stationed within the system’s mineral rich asteroid belt. After a short, sharp action, the battle group brushed aside a force of defenders and was in the process of assaulting the mining complex when a larger formation of Combine cruisers dropped out of hyperspace. 
 
    The enemy immediately accelerated towards the carrier, the three Z’s and half a dozen other units moving out to intercept before the enemy could close to within missile range. As the two formations met, the Zenith was peppered with proton darts and fragments from a near miss by a Spartax missile. The shields flared and buckled… but held. After a further brief exchange the enemy retired, one of their number bleeding gasses from its stern section as it did so. The Zs pursued the enemy for a while before reforming with the carrier group and exiting the system. 
 
    Over the next seven days, the carrier group jumped in and out of a further four Combine systems, attacking targets of opportunity and picking fights or withdrawing as the tactical situation dictated. A superior Combine task force finally caught up with them in a remote system at the very edges of Combine space but by then it was too late – the system’s few military assets had been reduced to scrap and attackers already formed up for the jump back to Alliance space. The Combine commander could only curse as the last Alliance warships disappeared from his scope. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Before the Zs and their companions were back in home port, a separate attack was launched against Indigo 3, a medium sized Combine facility located almost exactly in the center of the battlefront. 
 
    It was not an ordinary raid. Reconnaissance had long since revealed the presence of a prisoner of war camp in the north-eastern corner of the base. It wasn’t unusual; both sides had quickly learned the value of billeting POWs within the confines of a high value facility. It was unprincipled, immoral even, but undeniably effective; perhaps even more so than a battery of area defense missiles, though for good measure Ingido 3 had a couple of those as well. 
 
    According to the latest intelligence, this particular POW camp – small though it was – was now home to a group of scientists taken prisoner the previous year when their research facility had been overrun in a Combine raid, just one of several successful incursions that had taken place in the months leading up to the Operation Zealous defeat. Along with a large portion of the garrison, the academics had been transported into captivity for the duration of hostilities. It was known that the Combine was now employing them in projects of their own. Since the academics’ particular field of expertise lay in weapons development, it was a situation that the Alliance could not and would not allow to continue. 
 
    The first wave of the Alliance task force dropped out of hyper space above the plane of the system. Flotillas of destroyers and light cruisers immediately raced in to assault the defenses surrounding the third planet. There were only a dozen medium caliber orbital batteries on station and none of them stealthy. As the last unit was pummeled out of existence, a pair of battle-cruisers and a squadron of heavy cruisers set up a defensive perimeter in high orbit. Once secure, the fleet carrier Crossbow and the assault carriers Rampart, Redoubt and Raider dropped out of hyperspace in close proximity. 
 
    Inside the Crossbow’s combat information center, the fleet commander quickly took stock of the situation. As predicted, Combine assets within the system were insufficient to pose any realistic threat. Short of a suicide run – unlikely in the circumstances – doctrine suggested they would retire to a safe distance and await reinforcements, which, given the location and projected disposition of Combine forces, would be a minimum of two hours away. That was how long the commander had to achieve his objectives. 
 
    First to deploy was the Crossbow’s wing of Ares fighters. They formed up around the assault group and descended to low orbit, where the three assault carriers launched their landing craft. The armored landers formed up into flights of four and quickly descended to an open area at the center of the enemy base below. 
 
    Covered by squadrons of attack fighters, three companies of Vandenberg’s marines disembarked and quickly advanced to form a defensive perimeter, routing the defenders in a brief but brutal action. 
 
    With the perimeter secure, more landing craft arrived, disgorging still more marines, a company of engineers and a single commando unit. The marines raced to reinforce the perimeter while the engineers infiltrated underground bunkers, fuel stores and armories, setting demolition charges as they went. The single company of commandos struck off north-east towards the POW facility. 
 
    Inside the perimeter, half a dozen landing craft sat powered up, waiting for their charges to return. By now, the garrison had recovered from the initial shock of the assault and had begun to regroup, in places pressing hard against the marines manning the defenses. Again supported by fire from the attack fighters, the marines dug in, hunkered down and held the line, for no other reason than they were marines, and that’s what marines did, whether it was feasible or not. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, teams of engineers began streaming back to the landing zone. Their jobs done, they re-embarked their transports and swiftly blasted off the surface. The retreating landers deployed streams of decoy flares as they climbed up and away to the safety of the upper atmosphere. A dozen anti air missiles chased after them, most impacting the decoys. One missile detonated close by one of the ascending craft, showering its hull with fragments. The ship lurched and a lick of black smoke escaped from one of its engines. For a second it faltered, but then the pilot regained control and the wounded lander limped up to the safety of high orbit. 
 
    Back at the landing zone, a fresh flight of landing craft swept in to begin the evacuation of the marines. They came in fast, firing their braking thrusters at the last moment and pirouetting to a halt in a cloud of smoke and dust. 
 
    At a signal from their commander, the marines manning the perimeter began to fall back by squads, each covering its neighbor as the defensive circle shrank. Flight after flight of landing craft darted in and out of the landing zone, each ship carrying a platoon back to safety. 
 
    Finally, all that remained was the rearguard, the last of the troops maintaining the reduced perimeter. First they deployed their Sweepers, autonomous, static drones programmed to engage advancing enemy units.  Next, the marines popped their smoke grenades. Then they ran like hell, scampering helter-skelter to their rides off planet. 
 
    LC 225 was one of the last landing craft to leave Indigo 3. Hunched over his controls, Major William Redmayne scanned the battle-space, waiting until the last possible moment before he blasted back into orbit. In the rear of the lander, his crew chief waited by the still open doors. 
 
    “Any more, chief?” he shouted. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it, sir. I’d say we’ve got about all we’re going to get.” 
 
    Three hundred meters to the south, Redmayne saw a squad of Combine troopers emerge from the smoke. On sighting the lander, they immediately opened up with small arms fire. Their light weapons made little impact on the lander’s heavily armored hull but it wouldn’t be long before they called in artillery support or brought up some heavy weapons of their own. 
 
    “We’re done, chief. Let’s get closed up and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Roger that,” said the chief, but no sooner had the words escaped his lips than he saw a group of Alliance soldiers heading out of the smoke and towards the lander. Not all were regular troops, he saw. Some were dressed in some kind of coverall. “Hold up!” he yelled. “We’ve got friendlies coming in. I count ten, maybe fifteen approaching from the north-east.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “A minute, maybe more.” 
 
    I’m not sure we have a minute, thought Redmayne. The bad guys to the south had eliminated enough Sweepers to punch a sizable hole in the perimeter. Dozens were now pouring through the gap, fanning left and right of the breach in the line. Redmayne could see at least one weapons team setting up a heavy caliber plasma cannon. “Gunner!” he shouted. 
 
    “I’m on it,” said the gunner from his station above and behind Redmayne. An instant later he fired a prolonged burst from the lander’s twin rotary cannon, hurling a mix of explosive and tracer shells towards the advancing enemy. The cannon wasn’t the most accurate weapon in the Alliance inventory; it wasn’t designed to be. Its job was area defense, to put as many rounds downrange as it could in the shortest possible time. The gunner didn’t even aim in the normal sense of the word – he just sprayed, but it had the desired effect. 
 
     Almost as one, the enemy infantry ducked for cover as the rounds tore up the ground around them. Redmayne was amazed to see one group still standing out in the open, boldly continuing to set up their plasma cannon. 
 
    That’s not very clever, he thought. It wasn’t. A second later half a dozen rounds fell in their midst. The plasma cannon rocketed up into the air at the head of a gout of blue flame and the unfortunate gun crew was bowled over like so many tenpins. Redmayne shook his head, wondering whether he’d just witnessed an act of extreme bravery or incredible stupidity. More likely they’d been a squad of raw recruits who just didn’t know any better. And now they never would. At least it had given the last elements of the Alliance attack force a brief respite. Right now, the one thought in Redmayne’s mind was to get the troops on board and then get the hell out of Dodge. One thing was for sure – after that little show, the Combine weren’t going to be in much of a mood for taking prisoners. 
 
    Above the armored windshield was a video feed from the rear facing camera. Redmayne quickly identified the approaching friendlies as the commando unit – or rather, what was left of it – along with the POWs they’d been tasked with liberating. The commando unit had been made up of thirty officers and men. Redmayne had no idea how many scientists there were supposed to be but as far as he could tell, no more than a dozen men were now scrambling towards the rear doors of the lander. 
 
    “Nearly there,” shouted the chief. 
 
    As Redmayne readied for take-off, a mortar round hit fifty meters to starboard. He cringed as three more struck in quick succession, the last falling just abaft of the lander’s rear doors. The video feed abruptly died. 
 
    “Chief?!” 
 
    There was no answer, just a cacophony of muffled curses, shouts, and shrieks erupting from the speaker. Then Redmayne heard the familiar whine and thud as the rear doors closed and locked shut. That was all the encouragement he needed; he engaged full thrusters even before a voice finally screamed, “Go, go, go!” It wasn’t the chief’s voice, but Redmayne had no time to worry about what was happening in the back. He slammed he throttles wide open and pointed the lander’s nose at the sky, popping groups of decoy flares as he surged upwards. The lander shook as a missile detonated somewhere off the port beam, a loud clang echoing through the hull as something bounced off the armor. Further detonations followed, peppering the hull plating with still more chunks of shrapnel. For the troops in the back it would be a terrifying ordeal but Redmayne had been in this situation before; it sounded much worse than it generally was. Keeping a measured eye on his altimeter, he held the lander steady and true, every passing second bringing them that much closer to safety. Passing twenty thousand meters he allowed himself to relax a little; he knew it would take a direct hit in the engines to bring them down now. 
 
    Full throttle, decoy flares and a silent prayer – it worked every time. Or very nearly. 
 
    As blue skies gave way to the blackness of space, his thoughts returned to the people in the back of the landing craft. “Harper, you’d better get back there and see if you can help out.” 
 
    “Aye-aye, sir,” said the young gunner, clambering down from his perch and making his way aft. 
 
    A few minutes later, Harper returned to the cockpit. 
 
    “How we doing?” asked Redmayne, turning in his seat. One look at Harper was enough to tell him the news wasn’t good. Fresh out of training, whatever the young farmer’s son had seen in the back of the lander wasn’t something he’d been used to seeing in his previous life on the prairies of Delton 7. 
 
    “The chief’s dead,” said Harper, his face white and his voice near to breaking. “He… he took a mortar fragment through the chest.” 
 
    Redmayne felt as if he’d been punched hard in the guts. “Understood,” he said after a few seconds. The outward calmness was for Harper’s benefit; inside he was in turmoil. 
 
    Redmayne and the chief had been as close as it was possible for two men to be. The bonds forged by brothers in arms were in any case strong, those realized only by those who ate, slept, fought and died together. Even stronger were the bonds forged in a small ship like a lander; these were the bonds that lasted forever – or at least until a day like today came along. LC225 had been their billet for almost two years. Two full tours together – almost – for what made this unbearably worse was that today was to be their final mission before rotating out of the front line. Just one more drop, then one more pick up… 
 
    Redmayne shunted his grief aside; there would be a time for that later. Right now he had a ship to fly and a mission to complete. “How about the others?” he said to Harper.  
 
    ‘We got seven alive, sir. Most of them wounded – some badly. Three others… they didn’t make it. I’d… I’d better get back there.” 
 
    “Good man,” said Redmayne. “Do what you can.” 
 
    The rest of the flight was a blur. Redmayne recalled the lander being slightly sluggish as he’d docked with the assault carrier Rampart; nothing to cause concern – just a brief vagueness of the controls as he’d slid LC225 into her usual berth. Then as soon as the hangar deck was pressurized, a swarm of medics descended upon them. The walking wounded were speedily escorted off, giving the medics space to attend to the more seriously injured. They worked quickly, stabilizing their charges before stretcher parties whisked them off to the carrier’s hospital. Then all that remained were Redmayne and the dead. 
 
    Three commandos and one of the liberated POWs lay together in the center of the deck. The POW had given up on life during the transit despite the best efforts of the commando corpsman, himself one of the wounded. 
 
    The chief lay near the rear doors, a jagged hole in the center of his chest. His face was so tranquil that he might have been asleep. There was no surprise, no anguish, just… peace. Looking at the wound, Redmayne was surprised how little blood there was. He imagined there would be more. Crouching by the chief’s side he up took the man’s hand in his own; something he would never have considered in life, but in death…   
 
    Finally, the body bags arrived. A group of orderlies removed one of the dog tags from each of the dead and placed them in pockets in the heavy duty, plastic sacks. One by one, the bodies were lowered gently into their bags and the zips fastened with an almost ceremonial deference. And then began the journey to the ship’s morgue, a slow procession with members of the ship’s company standing at attention to salute the passing of the fallen. 
 
    Last to leave was the chief. 
 
    “We have to take him now, sir,” said the sergeant in charge of the detail. Redmayne nodded and stood aside as the orderlies took care of the chief, treating the body with respect as they carried him away. 
 
    And then Redmayne was alone, all save the sights and smells of the battle’s aftermath; the lingering, antiseptic odor of the medic’s primary treatment, the jumble of discarded equipment and the blood smears staining the deck plating. 
 
    Leaving by the rear doors, he saw Harper standing at the edge of the landing gate, throwing up into the space below. The young gunner straightened up as Radmayne approached, a look of embarrassment on his face. “Sorry, sir,” he said. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “That’s alright, Harper,” said Redmayne. “You aren’t the first, believe me. And you certainly won’t be the last. Why don’t you go and get yourself cleaned up? Have a bite to eat.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “And Harper.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “You did well today – both in the turret and afterwards.” 
 
    Harper nodded and moved off towards the mess deck. Redmayne stayed behind; the mission wouldn’t be complete until he’d given LC225 its after-action walk around. Rounding the rear port quarter, he stopped dead in his tracks. The upper port engine had lost a large segment of armor plating, almost certainly as a result of the near miss by the first Combine missile. The innards of the engine were completely exposed, including the vulnerable fuel injectors. If just one, small missile fragment had found the gap in the armor and severed an injector – and all around the breach there were indeed signs of shrapnel strikes – the entire engine would likely have exploded and LC225 would have ended her days at the bottom of a smoking crater on Indigo 3. 
 
    Gazing at the damage, Redmayne could only wonder at the vagaries of fate. Half a meter to the left or right and one of those missile fragments would have killed them all. By the same token, if the chief had been standing just half a meter to the left or right when the mortar round exploded, they’d all be heading off for a well earned beer by now, laughing off the near miss and teasing Harper for his woeful aim with the cannon. 
 
    Lady luck was a damned fickle mistress. 
 
    Later that evening, Redmayne was sitting in his quarters aboard the Rampart, writing his letter of condolences. What good it would do, he wasn’t sure; the chief had been married once but was long since divorced, and though there was a daughter somewhere, the chief had never really spoken of her and Redmayne hadn’t asked. But he’d write the letter just the same. All he could do was say that the chief had been a good man and had done his best, and then hope that his estranged wife and daughter would at least grant him some token of respect as a soldier if not as a husband or father. 
 
    According to the carrier’s intel officer, the raid had been a resounding success, though Redmayne was forced to ask himself from whose point of view. Even as he was giving LC225 her walk around, the combat engineer’s first demolition charges had begun to detonate, the explosions visible as pinpricks of light even from low orbit. Secondary explosions had then rippled across the base as munitions and fuel stores erupted one by one. That part at least had made the assault worthwhile. 
 
    As for the POWs, just two had made it safely off the surface. None had been left behind – none alive, that was. That intel could consider it a success made Remayne wonder what they would have regarded as a failure, but deep inside, he already knew the answer – as far as the high command was concerned, the boffins were better dead than still in the employ of the enemy. 
 
     The Combine generals would – as always – learn from their mistakes. It was a safe bet that at this very minute they were relocating high value prisoners deeper inside Combine space, well out of the reach of further Alliance raiding parties. 
 
    The Combine’s final mistake of this particular action had been to dispatch a pair of heavy cruisers to the battle zone. What they’d hoped to achieve was anyone’s guess. Once the last of the Alliance landing craft had been retrieved, the task force commander ordered his units form up and withdraw, the two battle-cruisers in the vanguard, the Crossbow and assault ships following line astern, all surrounded by a screen of cruisers and destroyers. 
 
    Just seconds later, the two enemy cruisers dropped out of warp at almost point blank range. The ensuing exchange was so one-sided that the Alliance commander almost felt sorry for them. The battle-cruisers opened fire immediately, their heavy weapons quickly overwhelming their smaller adversaries. Engines shattered and weapons crippled, both targets staggered out of line under a hail of fire. The leading cruiser managed to fire a few sporadic rounds from a single battery but only succeeded in drawing fire from a succession of Alliance ships as they swept past. Pummeled by dozens of missiles and proton beams, the hapless cruiser was quickly reduced to an unrecognizable jumble of scrap metal, drifting aimlessly as the Alliance fleet continued serenely on its way. 
 
    In a few days, each ship of the task force would be safe back in its home port. For the Rampart, that meant in space dock above Falkrys. Even before the ship was secured to its pier, the chief’s belongings would be packed into containers, ready to be sent on to his next of kin. Young Harper would join the pool and in the fullness of time he’d join a new crew. He was a good kid, thought Redmayne. Quick to learn and eager to please, he’d be an asset to whatever ship he joined. He’d do just fine. 
 
    As for himself, Redmayne would use the time to pack up his things in preparation for his next tour. But where to? Somewhere away from the front lines – they’d tell him he’d earned it – most likely a posting to an Operational Training Unit. There he would instruct the next generation of landing craft pilots, pass on his experiences and teach them the tricks of the trade, the inside information that might one day make the difference between a successful mission and yet another body bag, memorial service and letter of condolences. 
 
    The thought of retiring from the front line failed to excite him. Before today he’d have been well satisfied with a posting to an OTU, but now? How exactly did he feel? Right now, he’d be happy never to see the inside of a lander ever again. Perversely, he realized that he didn’t want to leave the Rampart either. He wondered briefly if there would be any other options open to him. 
 
    At present there weren’t, but that would change. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    The border between Alliance and Combine space took the shape of a flattened ellipse. All along the ‘western’ end of the ellipse Alliance forces probed the front line, stretching the Combine defenses and searching for weaknesses. At the same time, NT forces mounted a similar campaign on the opposite side of the battle-space. 
 
    After a few initial successes, the Alliance effort was first blunted and then held firmly in check as the Combine reorganized their forces and went on the defensive. After several weeks of stalemate, some flag officers – Monk and Vandenberg in particular – began to question the effectiveness of the broad front strategy. Losses were mounting for little appreciable gain. The losses were within acceptable limits – as far as loss of life could ever be called truly acceptable – but a few more weeks of this and Torrance knew he might have to consider a change in strategy. 
 
    Then his corps commanders started to report a change in the Combine’s posture. The enemy was conceding space without the Alliance having to pay the usual price in ships and manpower. Combine counter attacks lacked their usual tenacity and most telling of all, their battle groups began breaking off and withdrawing from battle sooner than they had previously done. It wasn’t a question of nerve or resolve – Combine discipline was as firm as ever and they never allowed a retreat to descend into a rout. It was a change in strategy. 
 
    Reading through the combat reports, it seemed clear to Torrance that the Combine were being more judicious about the battles they fought. As one of his commanders put it, ‘They’ve stopped upping the ante. They resist fiercely where they can but fall back to regroup when they are outnumbered. Their previous doctrine was to hold the line and wait for reinforcements. My gut feeling is that they are trying to avoid or at least reduce losses, perhaps even at the expense of some of their outlying systems.’ 
 
    NT dispatches from the other side of the battle-space told a different story – after a series of fierce actions, the Combine had dug in, blocking the NT offensive. The danger now was that the Combine would attempt to build up its forces for a major offensive of its own – an offensive which the NT might not survive.  
 
    Torrance stared at the tactical map displayed on a large screen in the Combat Information Center on Trinity Base. Over the past few weeks, a line of blue icons denoting friendly units had advanced slowly but surely into the Combine left flank. The new front line – if it could be called that – was now fluid with both sides vying for position. The Alliance was continuing to probe and harry, searching for the next weakness. Meanwhile, the Combine was attempting to both repel and entrench at the same time, but in a dozen places across the front it was succeeding at neither.  
 
    The message was clear for Torrance to see. The broad front offensive had at last achieved its objectives; the Combine had been stretched to its limit. If the Alliance was to come to the aid of its allies, the time to strike was now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19:  Strategy and Tactics 
 
    Trinity base 
 
    Strategy and tactics were two of the most overused and least understood words in the history of warfare – a catch-all to encompass the thoughts and ideas of the politicians, admirals and generals who spent their days deciding how a war should be fought and most importantly, how it could be won. 
 
    Strategy was the purview of the politicians and highest echelons of the military hierarchy, the men who prowled the halls of GHQ. The elected politicians decided when to go to war and with whom to fight. They established the objectives of the conflict and then enlisted the aid of the generals who in turn decided how best to achieve those objectives. Together they would arrive at an overall strategy that would involve allotment of resources, production of materiel, allocation of forces and – broadly speaking – decisions as to when and where to attack. 
 
    At the other end of the spectrum were tactics – the bread and butter of the men who prowled the battlefield. These were men with weapons in their hands – anything from an admiral maneuvering his fleet to a sergeant leading a rifle squad. Tactics were a means to an end, and to one end only – the death and destruction of the enemy. Kill enough of his soldiers, destroy enough of his ships and you would be victorious. 
 
    Colonel Franz J. Sholto was chief of the Operational Planning Staff. Most people outside the military might be surprised to hear that he was – technically speaking at least – concerned with neither strategy nor tactics. The politicians and generals decided the overall strategy and from there it was the job of his department to come up with a range of ideas to enable the men at the sharp end to employ their tactical prowess and so destroy the enemy. 
 
    Sholto and his team had planned the systematic reduction of the Combine left flank. A probe here, a feint there; they were even given limited access to a double agent who was in a position to feed disinformation to the enemy. 
 
    Now, Sholto was charged with planning a major offensive into the Combine heartland. As a matter of procedure, his department had maintained a number of battle plans which were updated on a continuous basis. Some had been shelved when they had entered into an alliance with the NT. Others were discarded as being impractical. Still more were deemed obsolete, overtaken by events or a simple change in fortune. 
 
    Sholto sat on a leather chair in the marbled hall outside the conference room. It wasn’t the first time he had delivered a presentation to the Joint Chiefs – indeed, he’d sat in this chair several times before as he waited to be summoned to the inner sanctum of his lords and masters. But this time there was something different – a perceptible change in the atmosphere of the place; the corridors seemed a little brighter and there was a purposeful look about the servicemen and women as they passed by; a sharpness in their manner and a spring in their step. 
 
    As he looked on, a young lieutenant approached and saluted smartly. “The Joint Chiefs will see you now, sir,” he said. Sholto followed the officer past the marine guards, through the ante room and into the conference chamber with its mix of the traditional and the ultra modern. A large, polished wooden table sat in the center of the room, at the far end of which sat General Torrance, flanked on either side by the other four Joint Chiefs and Brigadier Faulkner, the Director of Intelligence. At a cue from Torrance, Sholto took his place at the podium directly opposite the C-in-C. 
 
    “Good morning, gentlemen,” he began. “Following the C-in-C’s instructions regarding a combined Alliance/NT offensive, we have two proposals for your consideration. 
 
    “First is Operation Blowpipe,” he said as a star map appeared on the screen behind him. “Blowpipe is a continuation of the present campaign with a gradual increase of pressure on the enemy’s left flank. At a time to be determined, we punch through the lines to take Yao, a colony with considerable commercial value, a significant military infrastructure and the key to their whole left flank.” As he spoke the view zoomed in to show a series of blue and green arrows breaking through the Combine lines and converging on the planet of Yao. The red icons of the Combine conveniently fell back under the assault, allowing the Alliance to occupy their objective. It looks so easy, thought Torrance. If only it were so simple in real life. 
 
    “Once Yao falls,” continued Sholto, “the colonies of Paleon, Titus and Karnak will be isolated from the rest of Combine space. Cut off from support and lacking any appreciable defenses of their own, we would expect them to capitulate reasonably quickly. With the rear secure, Yao would then be the ideal staging area from which to launch a joint Alliance/NT offensive into the remainder of Combine space. 
 
    “Second is Operation Divisive. This plan also involves a continuation of the present campaign, the objective being to draw Combine power away from their center. Once their center had been sufficiently weakened, we switch our axis of attack and launch an offensive against Tarsus, almost exactly in the center of Combine space. Although Tarsus remains one of the Combine’s most heavily defended systems, intelligence has shown that they have already weakened their defenses in the center to support operations on their left. As has been pointed out, the capture of Tarsus would split the Combine in two.” Torrance and the others watched as another battery of arrows danced across Combine space as Sholto spoke. 
 
    “Feasibility studies indicate that both options are viable. We have the necessary assault and support forces at our disposal. A summary of the fleet dispositions, projected losses and a suggested timetable for relative deployments are displayed both on the screen and in the documentation provided. There are, however, two factors which should be taken into account. Firstly, either offensive will require very careful coordination with our allies. And secondly, there is a finite window of opportunity. The NT is experiencing a slow but very real degradation of its fighting abilities. Meanwhile, the Combine has accelerated its shipbuilding and training programs.” 
 
    “Brigadier Faulkner, does Intelligence have anything to add?” said Torrance. 
 
    “The military implications go without saying but there are also political ramifications that we may wish to consider. Tarsus is the Combine’s second largest asset. If it were to be lost, the Combine government might not survive.” 
 
    “What difference would it make,” said Leyland. “Their war effort is directed solely by the ruling military junta.” 
 
     “True, but not only does their senate act as a brake on the machinations of the junta, it is with the same senate that we would eventually hope to negotiate some kind of peace. If the government were to fall, it could well trigger a total military coup, the consequences of which would be difficult to predict.” 
 
    “Could not the same be said if they lost Yao?” asked Monk. 
 
    “Possibly,” replied Faulkner. “But Yao lies towards the edge of their Territory. I doubt if it would have the same psychological effect as having a victorious enemy battle fleet sitting in the center of their empire.” 
 
    “The point is noted,” said Torrance. “But at this stage of the proceedings I don’t think we can concern ourselves with the political fall-out on the other side of the border.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Stewart. “Fight the battle and deal with the consequences later. Right now I’m more concerned with what the Combine fleet is doing – and whether we can coordinate effectively with the NT.” 
 
    “There is also the question of security,” said Faulkner slowly. “Given Colonel Sholto’s comments regarding the limited time frame, I imagine that the General Staff will come to a speedy decision whichever plan they decide to adopt?”  
 
    “That is so,” replied Torrance. 
 
    “Then it is my recommendation that Trinity base be placed under a Level One security footing until the orders have been written and the fleet is on the move.” 
 
    “Level One?” said Monk. 
 
    “Yes, sir. It is my recommendation that all leave is cancelled, all personnel confined to base and unnecessary civilian access denied. No exceptions.” 
 
    “Is that necessary?” said Leyland. 
 
    “I believe it is,” said Faulkner. He looked over to Torrance who nodded. 
 
    “Please continue, Brigadier,” Torrance said. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” began Faulkner. “It is my duty to inform you that during the last few months, one of our counter-intelligence officers has managed to infiltrate a Combine cell operating within Tycho City. Our operative has gained only limited access to information but from what we have learned to date, it is obvious that the Combine is running an agent here on Trinity Base – someone with access to classified information and in particular, fleet deployment orders. That narrows it down to a couple of dozen officers – most likely someone in fleet operations. I believe it’s only a matter of time before we apprehend the informer but I imagine the gravity of having a Combine spy with access to fleet movement orders will not be lost on you.” 
 
    “Could blow the whole damned operation to hell,” said Vandenberg. 
 
    “Exactly, which is why I request that all leave be cancelled and personnel confined to base.” 
 
    “The Joint Chiefs will consider our next move behind closed doors,” said Torrance. “Keep looking for that spy, Brigadier – make it your top priority. Once the offensive starts, the troops will be busy enough so for the time being allow leave to continue. The exception is anyone with knowledge of Blowpipe or Divisive, and that includes everyone around this table. We are now very much confined to base, gentlemen. As for the planning staff, confine the whole lot to their quarters if you have to. As soon as we’ve arrived at a decision we will move to a Level One footing across the base. Thank you, gentlemen. That is all.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
      Fleet Intel, Trinity Base 
 
    “Do you think our man will bite?” said Torrance. 
 
    “A complete set of battle plans for the coming offensive is one hell of a lure,” said Faulkner. “If he doesn’t bite now, he never will.” 
 
    “And Commander Franklin is still cooperating?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s being very accommodating – which is in his best interests, of course. He’s still in touch with his handlers – not that he ever meets them personally – and he still uses the same dead drop in that park. The only uncertainty is whether our target – whether Stewart or Monk – will attempt to make contact with him. With both Stewart and Monk confined to base, Franklin will, I hope, be the only conduit for getting information out. Announcing the fact that we know about the existence of Franklin was a calculated risk, but one I hope will bear fruit. Our man will know that he has to act quickly before we close the net on Franklin.” 
 
    “Not knowing that the net closed weeks ago.” 
 
    “If all goes according to plan,” said Faulkner. 
 
    “Neither Monk nor Steward have left the base. That much we know. Can we be sure that they have no other means of passing on information?” 
 
    “Both their quarters and their offices have been thoroughly searched. If they have some electronic means to relay information, it must lie elsewhere. There are always possibilities that we haven’t considered, but our two admirals are being watched very carefully. Right now, Franklin is the best link we have. Waiting is always the most difficult part of the game. Are you much of a fisherman, General?” 
 
    “Never quite found the time,” said Torrance. 
 
    “You can learn a lot about life from fishing,” said Faulkner. “Preparation, patience, when to strike, and when to let something go. Of course, this is one fish we won’t be putting back in the pond.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
     Fleet Operations, Trinity Base 
 
    It was surprising just how many people were needed to monitor a subject twenty four hours a day, seven days a week. By now, Franklin knew most of his minders by sight and several of them by name, not that he was allowed to acknowledge any of them. 
 
    He’d been cautioned that he would be watched closer than usual for the next few days, and warned in no uncertain terms not to stray from the protocols laid down for him. He was also told in precise detail what he was to do each day; where to go, at what time and for how long. Wherever he went he had at least two of Faulkner’s people watching his every move. 
 
    Franklin was used to the rules, used to the surveillance and used to idea that his life was no longer his own. The extra scrutiny made little difference to his daily existence but it was enough to tell him that something out of the ordinary was taking place.  
 
    His watch vibrated gently against his wrist; mid-day. He watched as most of his colleagues filed out of the office and headed off to the canteen. All except Harry, one of his minders, who seemed more interested in a spot on the wall just above Franklin’s head. 
 
    Franklin had been instructed to take a late lunch. The reason was simple – a bustling canteen was the last place his minders wanted him to go. You needed to afford your target a little cover but not a place where he could hide; a busy place was good – crowds were bad. 
 
    At exactly twelve thirty, Franklin left his office, walked along the corridor, down the stairs and left the building by the main doors. From there, he visited the station commissary, bought a sandwich and bottle of mineral water and then sat at one of the tables in the square between the commissary and canteen block. 
 
    Harry had followed him outside, after which another agent took over and trailed him to the commissary. Inside the store, two more agents were already in place, covering every path Franklin might take. By the time Franklin sat down at a predetermined table, another agent was half way through her lunch a few tables away. Her place was taken by an elderly woman dressed in a nurse’s uniform, the relay continuing as several hundred people took their mid-day break. 
 
    As Franklin unwrapped his lunch, he noticed Harry sauntering between the rows of tables – one face among many as dozens of uniformed personnel made their way back and forth across the base. Franklin picked up his oversized cheese-steak roll and took a large bite from the end. He was still munching when someone stopped beside him. The man bent down as if to retrieve something he had dropped and then straightened up, brushing against Franklin’s side as he did so. 
 
    Franklin never saw the man’s face, but clearly heard him murmur the words ‘noble effort’ as he moved away. Still full of cheese-steak sandwich, Franklin’s mouth dropped wide open. His hand then went to his pocket where the stranger had brushed up against him. In the previously empty pocket Franklin’s fingers closed around a small metallic cylinder. He immediately raised his right hand and rubbed the back of his neck, signaling to his minders that contact had been made. 
 
    Unsighted, the elderly nurse missed the entire episode. Harry saw the man straighten but then lost him in the people milling around the square. He glanced over to the nurse who shook her head. Franklin shrugged and continued munching away at his sandwich. 
 
    Fortunately for Harry and the nurse, there was yet another agent on surveillance duty, one stationed on the roof of the canteen building. Better still, he’d watched the whole scene unfold through the lens of a camera. As the target disappeared from view behind the commissary, the agent patted his camera and nodded in satisfaction. Now that’s what he called a good day’s work. He could still see Harry frantically searching for the contact and allowed himself a smile – it was something he wouldn’t let Harry forget in a hurry. Then he packed away his equipment and made an immediate call to Brigadier Faulkner. 
 
    Just minutes later, Faulkner had the pictures in his hand. He’d been unsure what emotions he might feel if and when he finally obtained a positive identification of the mole. Would he feel the elation of success? Pride in a job well done? Anger at the treachery of it all? As he studied the face in the photos, all he felt was surprise. That, and profound disappointment. 
 
     Disappointment because despite everything, he’d still harbored the hope that Franklin’s tale about a spy at the top of the Alliance chain of command would turn out to be no more than simple disinformation. And surprise because he’d been less than confident that his plan would actually succeed. Although the lure they’d dangled in front of their adversary had been large indeed, Faulkner hadn’t expected their prey to take the bait quite so readily. 
 
    But taken it he had – hook, line and sinker. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20:  Lost Contact 
 
    Alliance Signals and Cipher HQ 
 
    Commander Topley peered over the shoulder of one of his operatives as an intercepted signal appeared on the monitor in front of him. The signal was being deciphered in real-time, or as real-time as it was possible to be, given the limitations of sub-space communications. Even so, the message was only minutes old rather than the years old it would have been had they been relying on traditional, speed of light communications. Topley reflected that if it had indeed been sent by radio, the private who’d sent it might well have been a general by now. Or perhaps still a private... or more likely just dead. 
 
    The contents of the signal weren’t particularly significant – if they had been, the sender would have used a more secure code. Topley read through the first few lines which appeared to have originated from a stores depot whose detergent stocks were running low. Not exactly game changing information but they’d pass it on to the intelligence people just the same. The rest of the message was an almost never ending list of delivery estimates for various consumables. Topley was about to move on when the message started discussing munitions. Now we’re getting somewhere, he thought to himself. He leaned closer to get a better look when the message appearing on the screen suddenly froze in mid sentence. The operator tapped away at his keyboard to no avail. 
 
    “Is it the de-coding software?” asked Topley. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said the operative. “We’ve lost the signal. Perhaps their transmitter is down.” 
 
    Topley looked around and saw several other operatives trying to coax their consoles back to life. “Are we under some kind of cyber attack?” 
 
    “No, sir,” said his security chief. “Firewalls are in place and all systems are functioning normally. As far as I can make out, there is almost no sub-space traffic emanating from Combine space. I would estimate that any signals are being blocked at source.” 
 
    “How about from the Northern Territories?” 
 
    The chief scanned his console and shook his head. “That’s strange... There’s nothing, sir… not a whisper. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    Topley strode over and checked the incoming data streams for himself. Just a few moments previously, banks of subspace receivers had been toiling at near full capacity to isolate, analyze and classify thousands of messages, all simultaneously arriving on a host of discreet wave bands. Now there was almost complete silence. “Whatever this is, it’s a damned sight worse than strange,” he said. “Get me Trinity Base.” 
 
    *   *   *  
 
    Joint Chiefs, Trinity Base 
 
    “Are you saying that we’ve lost all contact with the NT?” said Admiral Monk. 
 
    “That’s the situation,” said Torrance. “For the present, at least.” 
 
    “How the hell did the Combine manage that?” 
 
    “We’re still not sure,” said Torrance. “But it’s clear that they have found a way to disrupt sub-space communication lanes – probably in much the same way that we disrupt warp fields. We are still picking up signals from Combine border posts but all com-traffic beyond that has simply disappeared from our scopes.” 
 
    “Including from our allies?” 
 
    Torrance nodded. “Especially from our allies. We sent a pair of intruders as deep into Combine territory as we dared. They report no emissions from NT space – none whatsoever. We can only assume that whatever technology the Combine have deployed along our borders, they have deployed the same along their border with the NT.” 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter how they did it,” said General Vandenberg. “If the coms are down, our plans to co-ordinate an attack with the NT just went to hell in a basket. Is there any way to counter the jamming?” 
 
    “According to the science directorate, the only reliable way of doing that is by destroying the disrupters,” said Torrance. “And at present we don’t even have the means to locate them.” 
 
    “Could we shuttle a signal around Combine space?” asked Leyland. 
 
    “It’s theoretically possible, but the distances involved would make it problematic at best. We’d have to station a number of ships at strategic points outside Combine space – most of them in very exposed positions, and it goes without saying that as soon as they started relaying communications they’d become prime targets themselves, which means that they’d have to be very well protected. The operation would eat up so many resources we could well end up frittering away our forces protecting communications rather than making inroads into Combine space.” 
 
    “How far had talks with the NT progressed?” asked Monk. 
 
    “That, gentlemen, is the good news,” said Torrance. “I am able to tell you that negotiations were at a very advanced stage when communications were lost. The NT were fully briefed on both Operations Blowpipe and Divisive and a joint decision regarding the final strategy had already been reached. Most critically, the timing for the operation had been set. The only possible drawback is that we were unable to transmit the final confirmation code before the coms went down.” 
 
    “And how big a drawback might that be?” asked Monk. 
 
    “Difficult to assess, but I believe that the NT will see the situation as we see it. In any case, their options are limited by their situation. Assuming they don’t make terms with the Combine, their only real chance for survival is to go on the offensive – on time and as planned. One other thing in our favor is that we still have some lead time before the offensive begins. Perhaps the people in the science directorate will start earning their pay for real and find a way past those jammers.” 
 
    “And the bad news?” 
 
    “As you will imagine, with an operation of this magnitude, there are a host of minor details to attend to, many of which had yet to be finalized. Fortunately, they are mostly logistical in nature, which is something I imagine we can work our way around. On a more serious note, if we fail to restore communications before the offensive begins, we will have little or no idea how the NT are faring in battle. It’s hoped that once we’ve broken through the Combine lines, we’ll be able to isolate and destroy whatever it is that’s blocking our coms, at least temporarily. If we can’t, we will have no idea whether the NT are reaching their objectives on schedule, or even if they are reaching them at all, in which case all we can do is keep our side of the bargain and hope the NT are there to meet us at the rendezvous.” 
 
    “Not exactly ideal,” said Leyland gravely. 
 
    “No, gentlemen, it most certainly is not. Quite simply, we have two choices – to attack on schedule or to call off the operation.” 
 
    “We only have one chance at this,” said Vandenberg. “Pull out now and we may never have a similar opportunity.” 
 
    “I concur,” said Monk. 
 
    “General Leyland?” asked Torrance. 
 
    “We stick to the plan. I don’t see that we have any other choice.” 
 
    “Then we are all in agreement, gentlemen. We go… we go as planned.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Trinity Base Control Tower 
 
    “Now here’s a sight that never gets boring,” said Commander Robbins as a hulking G86 transport dropped through the cloud layer and began its final approach into Trinity Base. “This your first time with a G86, Sawyer?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Sergeant Sawyer, one of the air traffic controllers on duty in the control tower. 
 
    “No worries,” said Robbins. “Less room for error than most types, but that’s mostly for the pilot to worry about. As far as you’re concerned, the procedure is exactly the same. Just bring him in like all the rest.”   
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said, opening a channel to the G86. “Skytrain 460, you are two kilometers from runway threshold and cleared to land. You are on track and looking good.” 
 
    Even at two kilometers, to those looking in the right direction the G86 was a distinct black smudge in the morning sky. Apparent to all was the sound of its engines, a deep, muffled roar that echoed across the base and beyond. For all that, as far as Sawyer was concerned, the G86 was just a blip on her radar screen. That was about to change. 
 
    Sawyer counted down both range and altitude until the G86 was just seconds from touchdown. It was then that she looked up from her screen and saw the G86 come thundering over the perimeter fence. Robbins couldn’t help but smile as Sawyer’s jaw dropped. His had too, the first time. 
 
    The black smudge had now grown to such extraordinary proportions that Sawyer seriously doubted the runway was wide enough. She then wondered if it could possibly be long enough. The G86 hurtled past in a crescendo of noise that pounded the air in her chest and shook the reinforced windows of the control tower. In unison, all eyes in the control room flashed from left to right like the pit crew of a race car, everyone craning their necks as their charge disappeared down the runway, clouds of dust and vapor billowing in its wake. It seemed to Sawyer that despite howl of the reverse thrusters, the G86 was barely slowing at all. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Robbins. “They generally manage to stop before the end of the runway. If they don’t, there’s a crash barrier to slow them down – usually at the expense of the undercarriage – and if all else fails, they’ll just plough through the sand dunes on the other side of the base and belly flop into the ocean. Unless there’s a hull breach they float just fine. Anyway, we’ll know soon enough.” 
 
    In the minutes that followed, it became apparent that the G86 had indeed come to a halt in a timely fashion. The absence of emergency sirens was the giveaway, the continued low rumble of engines telling the tower crew that the G86 was now taxiing to its berth on the far side if the base. “Show’s over,” said Robbins. “Back to work, everyone.”  
 
    Sawyer once more turned her attention to her display. A new contact had appeared at the edge of the screen. Tapping the small yellow icon, the control systems identified it as a fleet runabout inbound from Loyola field. Seconds later, the shuttle made contact. 
 
    “Good morning, Trinity Tower. This is Shuttle 3-5 requesting landing clearance.” 
 
     “And a very good morning to you, 3-5,” said Sawyer. “You are cleared to land on runway 27-right. Wind is presently 185-9. Descend to level 340 and join landing path at your discretion.” 
 
    “Roger, Tower. Descending now… and woah!” 
 
    “Say again, Shuttle 3-5?” 
 
    “Err, Trinity Tower, be advised we are experiencing problems with our flight control systems… Auto-nav is down… and we have only partial control of our lateral thrusters.” 
 
    “Shuttle 3-5, do you wish to declare an emergency?” said Sawyer. 
 
    “Affirmative, Tower. Shuttle 3-5 is declaring an emergency.” 
 
    “Roger, 3-5,” said Sawyer, beckoning to her boss. 
 
    “Alert the emergency crews and clear the runway and surrounding vicinity,” said Robbins. “How far out are they?” 
 
    “Three kilometers and closing.” 
 
    “I’ve got them,” said Robbins, gazing through a pair of high power binoculars. The shuttle was maintaining course but skidding wildly from left and right as it closed on the airfield. 
 
    “Are they going to make it?” asked Sawyer. 
 
    “Well, they have a big, wide runway to aim at. If they can hold it together for a just a little longer…” 
 
    “Mayday! Mayday!” screamed the shuttle pilot. Flight control has gone! Throttles are unresponsive... I’m losing control! I’m losing–” 
 
    “We’ve lost audio,” said Sawyer. 
 
    “Damn… that’s not all we’re going to lose,” muttered Robbins under his breath. Shuttle 3-5 suddenly bucked and reared upwards at full power. It climbed erratically for almost a thousand meters before flipping over onto its back and then surging back to earth in a violent corkscrew. Still at full throttle, it slammed into the ground just inside the base’s perimeter fence. Robbins and the rest of the tower crew could only watch in horror as an angry, red fireball exploded into the sky. A muffled whumf reached them a few seconds later. “Poor devils,” said Robbins as the emergency sirens began to wail. “Sawyer, do you have a crew manifest?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said, tapping at her controls. “Pilot, co-pilot and just one passenger. Oh my God… ” 
 
    “What is it, Sergeant?” 
 
    “The passenger, sir… it was Admiral Stewart.” 
 
    On the far side of Trinity Base, Brigadier Faulkner watched the video feed in grim satisfaction as Shuttle 3-5 smashed into the ground. “Well, done, Lieutenant,” he said. “Right on the mark.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” said the lieutenant, releasing his grip on the joystick and powering down his console. In a previous life, he’d been charged with dropping armed drones onto pinpoint targets inside enemy held territory. After that, dropping a shuttle within a one hundred meter area in friendly airspace was child’s play. The only difficult part had been mimicking a partial loss of flight control; it had to be done authentically or the crash investigators would begin to ask questions, and that wouldn’t do at all. A couple of hours in a flight simulator had taught him all he needed to know. Preparation was everything, after all, and that had included loading half a dozen fuel cells into the shuttle’s small cargo bay. They were down on the manifest, of course, and they guaranteed that when the shuttle fell to earth, whatever survived the impact would be incinerated by the igniting fuel cells. 
 
    “Lieutenant, it goes without saying that you must forget everything that you’ve seen and heard today. I trust you are clear on that point?” 
 
    The Lieutenant was. He’d spent the first two years of his war on a fleet carrier, and as interesting as it had been, he’d felt ready for a new challenge. Obligingly, his CO had asked him if he might be interested in a temporary attachment to fleet intel. The lieutenant applied, was accepted, and found his new duties within the intelligence sector as challenging as they’d been exhilarating. The only downside was that he wasn’t allowed to talk about any of them, which was a pity as they would have made for some great stories over a few beers at the Officers’ Club. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I can barely remember what it was that I’m supposed to forget.” 
 
    “Good for you,” said Faulkner. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21:  Serving the Alliance  
 
    Fleet Intelligence HQ, Trinity Base 
 
    “Is it done?” said Torrance. 
 
     “Yes, sir,” said Brigadier Faulkner. “I have to report that Admiral Stewart’s shuttle went out of control on its final approach into Trinity this morning, crashing just inside the perimeter fence. There were no survivors. At least, that is the story which will be released to the press.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “In a day or two… once the debris has been cleared away.” 
 
    “Who else knows about it?” 
 
    “In all, less than a dozen people,” said Faulkner. “The agent that identified Stewart when he made the pass to Franklin, the operatives who arranged the shuttle accident and the people now involved in Stewart’s interrogation. All trusted men and women.” 
 
    “The shuttle was unmanned, I take it?” 
 
    “Not exactly, sir, The impact was severe enough to make identification impossible but it was necessary to give the investigators something to find…” 
 
    “Who, exactly?” 
 
    “Three war casualties. It was all done above board, sir. The three in question had all bequeathed their remains to the state.” 
 
    “Probably not the end they had in mind…” 
 
    “Perhaps not, but in sense, just as worthwhile.” 
 
    “And the shuttle?” 
 
    “A remote drone, controlled from within the Fleet Intelligence building.” 
 
    “So where is Stewart now?” 
 
    “He’s off-world, in a very secure location. One where he will remain until…” He let his voice trail off. 
 
    Torrance was under no illusions as to what lay in store for his former friend and ally. Stewart would be interrogated in exactly the same manner as Franklin. He would be broken – taken apart piece by piece until everything about the former admiral of the carrier fleet was laid bare. But unlike Franklin, Stewart would be neither reassembled nor offered remission in return for his co-operation. Once the interrogation was complete he would be charged with treason and tried by secret military tribunal. The tribunal could return only one possible verdict – guilty as charged. And for such crimes there was but one punishment. Stewart would pay the ultimate price for his transgressions. His only concession would be the choice between firing squad and lethal injection. Now there’s a hell of a decision to have to make. 
 
     “I suppose it’s better this way,” said Torrance. “A public trial would have been… messy.” 
 
    “To say the least,” said Faulkner. “Aside from the morale issue, it would have alerted the Combine that we had broken part of their spy ring.” 
 
    “So we give him a ‘posthumous’ medal and bury him with full military honors?” 
 
    “Something like that, yes. Make a few stirring speeches and tell the troops that Stewart died on active duty, doing what he loved best – serving the Alliance.” 
 
    “Did he say why..? Why he betrayed everything he was supposed to stand for?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, he did,” said Faulkner. “He claimed that it was for moral considerations rather than personal or financial gain. He honestly believed that it was the humanitarian thing to do. To use his own words, he was as disgusted as he was appalled with the incessant slaughter and waste of resources. He saw the war as an obscenity and believed that aiding the Combine was the speediest way of bringing the conflict to an end.” 
 
    “How long had it been going on?” 
 
    “Since before he was appointed to the Joint Chiefs.” 
 
    Torrance shook his head. “Then it’s surprising that we’re still in this war at all. God only knows how much information he’s had access to. He could have given them anything.” 
 
    “He said he was surprised that he hadn’t been caught sooner, especially after the Operation Zealous debacle. Certainly, he’d left all his affairs in order. I rather suspect he knew that contacting Franklin would be fatal.”  
 
    “To just himself, or to countless others?” snorted Torrance. 
 
    “In both respects, he seemed fully aware of the consequences of his actions.” 
 
    “That may be,” said Torrance, “but it fails to make the pill any less bitter, or easier to swallow. I for one will be grateful to put this sorry business behind us.” 
 
    “As will I,” said Faulkner. “However, it occurs to me that we now have an opportunity to turn it to our advantage.” 
 
    “In what way?" 
 
    “I propose,” Faulkner said carefully, “that we allow Franklin to pass on Stewart’s knowledge of Operations Blowpipe and Divisive to his handlers – at least, in some limited form.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. You heard me correctly. I believe we should consider allowing Franklin to pass on Stewart’s knowledge of Operations Blowpipe and Divisive to his handlers,” repeated Faulkner. 
 
    “What on earth would we have to gain by doing that?”  
 
    “Something occurred to me, General. Would I be correct in saying that Blowpipe and Divisive are strategies that the Combine would very likely predict in any event, given the present circumstances?” 
 
    “There are other possible scenarios,” said Torrance, “but yes, the Combine will certainly be expecting something along those lines.” 
 
    “Then in a sense, we have little to lose by fuelling their suspicions. And what if we were to present the Combine with both Blowpipe and Divisive, and then convince them that one particular option – the wrong one, of course – was in fact our chosen strategy?” 
 
    “I see where you are going,” said Torrance. “Certainly, if such a deception could be achieved, the gains could be immense. Can it be done?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I believe it can. The essential part will be to present the information in such a way that the Combine will believe they’ve discovered it for themselves. I have some suggestions as to how this might be achieved.” 
 
    “You have the floor, Brigadier.” 
 
    “As we are all well aware, the Combine have managed to disrupt communications between ourselves and the Northern Territories. I imagine considerable resources are being channeled into reopening lines of communication?” 
 
    “They are, but as yet with little success.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, the Combine will be expecting us try to make contact in some way or other. It’s vital to both us and the NT, and just as vital to the Combine that we fail. The outcome of the whole war may very well depend upon it.” 
 
    “I have no argument there,” said Torrance. 
 
    So, what I propose is this…” 
 
    Torrance listened in silence as Faulkner outlined his scheme. It was simple, it was bold. But as with so many such plans, there were also inherent risks. Success would only come at a price. 
 
    “I should warn the general that in order to ensure plausibility, we will have to place one or more of our assets in very grave danger. There will likely be a human cost…” 
 
    “Isn’t there always?” said Torrance. 
 
    “Yes, sir, there is,” said Faulkner with honesty. “But as the general stated, the gains could be enormous. In the long run, it could save tens of thousands of lives – on both sides.” 
 
    If there was one part of the job that Torrance hated, this was it. He was wholly prepared to make the decisions necessary to ensure a successful prosecution of the war; it went with the territory. It was his job – his and his alone. He knew that each and every day, the decisions he made would likely result in the violent death of some of his troops. All he could do was offer them such protection as he could; provide them with the best training, the finest equipment and the ablest leaders. All else was in the lap of the gods. 
 
    This, however, was not quite the same. By authorizing the mission, he could well be signing someone’s death warrant. True, it would be for the greater good but at times like this he almost felt as if he was being asked to play God himself. Do it too often and it would be all too easy to convince yourself that your powers really were godlike. It had happened to leaders before; men with absolute power who forgot what it was that made them human – an oversight ultimately harmful to themselves, but even more so to many of those who served beneath them. Luckily for Torrance, there were two forces holding him to the path of the righteous. First, there was the First Minister and the War Council; not always constant and not always dependable, but they were the source of his authority and short of a coup they had the power to remove him. Second was a far more redoubtable ally – it was his own conscience. 
 
    Torrance weighed his obligations to his troops against his responsibilities to the Alliance and knew there was only one decision he could make. At some later date it might be one he’d struggle to come to terms with, but that also came with the territory. “How soon could you put this into operation?” he asked. 
 
    “It will require a certain amount of preparation, though fortunately many of the pieces are already in place,” said Faulkner. “Perhaps three or four weeks.” 
 
    “Very well,” said Torrance. “It’s within the necessary timescale. I want a detailed proposal on my desk at your earliest convenience, Brigadier. Make it your top priority.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22:  The Volunteer 
 
    Joint Chiefs, Trinity Base 
 
    “I’ve just returned from a meeting with Colonel Sholto and the Operational Planning Staff,” said Torrance. “They agree with our assessment that the attack on the Combine should proceed as planned. Apart from the fact that we may never again have such a favorable opportunity, they raise the valid point that over the past few months, the fleet has been steadily working up to a state of maximum readiness. That point has now been reached. Our formations are at full strength and morale is excellent – personnel are both eager and confident. Calling off the attack now would undo much of the hard work that has been put in over the past weeks and months.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Vandenberg. “The fleet is primed and ready for the offensive. We need to turn them loose or risk losing the impetus we have worked so hard to build.” 
 
    “The planning staff does, however, have some serious concerns,” continued Torrance. 
 
    “Regarding what?” 
 
    “They fear that the NT may fail to attack on schedule.” 
 
    “With respect, General, we’ve already been over this,” said Leyland. “Has something come to light that suggests the NT will fail honor their part of the agreement?” 
 
    “Not as such,” said Torrance. “But you will recall that we were unable to transmit the offensive confirmation codes to the NT.” 
 
     “And the planning staff sees this as a problem?” 
 
    “The concern is that it could introduce an element of uncertainty, the consequences of which would be difficult to predict. I see their logic – we have no way of knowing what effect the loss of communications has had on our allies. The worst case scenario would be doubt, followed by indecision and vacillation.” 
 
    “The NT have been resolute enough to date.” 
 
    “That they have,” conceded Torrance. “Our allies have fought with both skill and tenacity. We assume they will continue do so, but the Operational Planning Staff does not believe that we should rely on assumption alone. The risks are very real.”   
 
    “So where do we go from here?” said Monk. 
 
    “There seem to be very few choices available to us,” said Torrance. “Since we can’t send a message through normal channels, we must deliver one in person.” 
 
    “And how do we go about that?” said Leyland. 
 
    “The old fashioned way – with a fast ship and a brave man.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Alliance assault carrier Rampart, Falkrys space dock 
 
    Pausing to give his uniform a quick check, Major Redmayne set his cap straight on his head and then knocked smartly on the door of the Rampart’s commanding officer. 
 
    “Come,” said the voice from within. As Redmayne entered, Captain Mackem looked up from the pile of paperwork on his desk 
 
    “Requesting permission to disembark, sir,” said Redmayne. 
 
    “Ah, come on in, Bill,” he said. “Have a seat.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” said Redmayne. 
 
    “Paperwork,” said the captain in mock despair. “If the Combine doesn’t get me, this lot surely will. And they say the pen is mightier than the sword… I don’t know who thought that one up but the bastard deserves hanging up by the thumbs.” 
 
    That at least raised a half smile, thought Mackem, studying Redmayne’s face carefully. He paused momentarily before continuing. “As I’m sure you already know, the chief will be interred in the military cemetery planet side – he’s to be buried with full honors. I gather the ceremony begins at noon tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Redmayne. 
 
    “I’ll be there,” said Mackem. “So will the XO.” 
 
    “That’s good of you, sir. The XO too.” 
 
    “The chief was one of the good guys, Bill. It’s the least he deserves.  I suppose the only good news – if you can call it that – is that he was the only aircrew casualty.” 
 
    “And the marines?” 
 
    “Twenty six dead, forty three wounded and another dozen missing. Out of six hundred deployed.” 
 
    “Was it worth the price?” 
 
    “So they tell me. The Combine base on Indigo will be out of commission for weeks, if not months, and I understand the liberated tech wizards have brought back some high value data regarding Combine weapons research. Whether that’s good news or bad depends on your point of view. Good, because we now know what they’re up to, and bad, because if the rumors are true, they’re developing some pretty potent weaponry. But… as is usually the way with these things, by the time they get their new weapons into service I imagine we’ll have upgraded our armor and shields to counter.” 
 
    “And the game will begin afresh.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Mackem with gravity. If only it were just a game… “And as for you, have you received your orders?” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Redmayne. “I’ve been granted extended leave. Six weeks.” 
 
    “Any plans?” 
 
    “No, not really. I don’t have anywhere particular to go – no family to speak of. I’m not sure what I’ll do with the time, to be honest. Just take it easy, I guess. After that, I imagine I’ll be posted to an Operational Training Unit. That’s generally how it plays out.” 
 
    “You don’t sound thrilled at the prospect.” 
 
    “You’d think I would be, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” said Mackem. “I’ve seen it happen before, especially after a difficult tour of duty. You count off the days until the end of the deployment and then at the end of it all, you find that you don’t want to leave. It’s an emotional tug of war with you stuck right in middle. I know – I’ve been there myself.” 
 
    “Well, you know what they say… it is what it is.” 
 
    “Bill, I don’t suggest this lightly, but if you feel like deferring your leave…” Mackem let the suggestion hang in the air. 
 
    “Is there anything on offer?” 
 
    “Yeah, a couple of things. There’s a berth going at sector HQ – Assistant Flight Ops Coordinator. It would make a change from front line service. I could put your name forward if you like.” 
 
    “Sector HQ? Not sure if I’m ready to start flying a desk at the present time. I don’t think my piloting skills are up to the job.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t worry about that,” said Mackem, gesturing the papers in front of him. “Neither are mine.” 
 
    “You said there was another option?” 
 
    “Perhaps… if you’re interested…” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Fleet is looking for volunteers.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea. Whatever it is, it’s highly classified. All I can tell you is that it comes from the very top, and that they are looking for people of the highest caliber.” 
 
    “What kind of highest caliber?” 
 
    “The usual lengthy list… intelligent, capable, committed, independent… resolute under fire is in there too.” 
 
    “And you think I fit the bill?” 
 
    “Only if it’s what you want. That’s a prerequisite too.” 
 
    “I see,” said Redmayne. It wasn’t unusual for the fleet or the carrier wing to ask for volunteers, though in fairness, they usually told you in advance what you were being asked to volunteer for. Not only was this particular mission classified, it was from the top. And that made him curious. More than that, he found it intriguing; exciting, even. 
 
    Redmayne was ready to leave the Rampart but the last thing he wanted was to sit around twiddling his thumbs for six weeks until his next posting. Almost as bad was the thought of being stuck in an office at HQ for eight hours a day, the starched collar of his No2 dress shirt chaffing his neck as rode his keyboard into battle. 
 
    He wanted another spell of active duty. It was that simple. He wondered if it was guilt at leaving the front lines so soon after the death of the chief. In part, it almost certainly was, but this wasn’t a debt he owed to the chief. This was something he owed to himself; he had unfinished business. 
 
    “Tell fleet they’ve got themselves a volunteer,” he said.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23:  The Raven 
 
    Trinity base 
 
    Torrance’s staff had narrowed the list of volunteers down to just three. Torrance could just as easily have asked his staffers to choose the best candidate but it was a duty that he preferred to perform himself. There was a very real possibility that man chosen would not survive the mission. This way, if any ghosts were to come calling sometime in the future, at least they’d arrive at the right address. 
 
    Torrance laid the three files on his desk. All three volunteers were unmarried, perhaps an old-fashioned prerequisite but it was one that Torrance had insisted on. All three held similar ranks and all three had equally impressive service records. The other thing they had in common was that they were all as yet unaware of the details of the mission for which they had volunteered – save that it was vital to the war effort and that it was likely to be extremely hazardous. 
 
    He picked up the first file – that of a fighter leader and a veteran of some of the toughest battles fought in recent years. Several kills to his credit he’d been wounded in action and decorated for valor three times. He could have rotated out of the front line to be an instructor but had instead enlisted for another combat tour before volunteering for this mission. 
 
    The second was pilot of a ground attack fighter, one of the most dangerous occupations in the Alliance. His job was to swoop in fast and low, take out enemy armor and then try to evade all the flak and anti-air missiles that inevitably came his way before he blasted back to the safety of high orbit. At twenty six he was young for a commander, but wasn’t that often the way for someone in his line of work? War was good for promotion if nothing else. 
 
    The last candidate was a major of marines – one William Redmayne, an assault/ landing craft pilot. Along with his gunner he’d been mentioned in dispatches for his conduct during his last action. Other than that he was undecorated aside from a couple of campaign medals and unit citations. That was surprising considering the man’s record – twenty four successful drops with the same number of successful pick-ups, most of them under fire. He deserved some recognition for that and Torrance wondered why he’d been overlooked. Certainly, there wasn’t a single blemish on the man’s record. Reading through the major’s fitness reports, the words ‘steady’, ‘determined’ and ‘resolute’ sprang  from the pages. Torrance grunted. It was a sad reflection of the times that you were more likely to win a medal with the words ‘dazzling’ and ‘flamboyant’. He made a mental note that it was a mindset that needed adjusting, but for the time being, ‘steady’, ‘determined’ and ‘resolute’ were exactly the qualities that Torrance was looking for. 
 
    Entirely without support, the man they chose would be asked to navigate through more than a hundred light years of enemy space, avoiding minefields, skirting sensors grids and evading enemy patrols all along the way. An almost impossible challenge in itself, but added to that was the importance of the mission. Success could change the whole course of the war and put victory within their grasp. Failure could threaten the very future of the Alliance. Thirty years of war all brought down to this; the collective hopes an empire resting on the fate of just one ship. 
 
    It might be better not to mention that to the pilot. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Hangar 402, Trinity base 
 
    “Meet the Raven,” said the VX Technologies project manager. “The first fully operational prototype of our deep ingress reconnaissance platform. She’s been developed from the standard Intruder recon bird and as such, she shares many of her predecessor’s finer attributes. However, to reflect the Raven’s changing mission profile, some of these capabilities have been considerably enhanced. Other features – those deemed redundant to the mission – have been likewise suppressed.” 
 
    From the outside, the Raven appeared little more than a standard Intruder class reconnaissance unit. A little longer and broader in the beam, perhaps, and to the expert eye the engine exhausts appeared considerably wider, but for all that, she was still the same low, sleek, disc-shaped vessel – almost the quintessential flying saucer. 
 
    “Obviously, most of the major differences lie on the inside, principally larger engines, additional fuel cells and an upgraded sensor suite. As far as the flight deck is concerned, the greatest difference is that the Raven has been designed to be operated by a one man crew. Her primary mission is one of sprint and drift. To run deep into enemy territory, snoop around and then return home with an accurate picture of enemy dispositions – hence the emphasis on engines and sensors.” 
 
    “Defense capabilities?” asked Redmayne. 
 
    “In terms of armor, none,” said the project chief. “Neither does she carry the normal Intruder payload of Lancer missiles. What the Raven does have is stealth – stealth in abundance. And if that fails, speed. She’s the fastest ship this side of the border, and I’ll lay good odds on her being faster than anything the Combine possesses either. I understand you’ve spent some time in the simulator?” 
 
    “He has,” said General Vandenberg. By now, Redmayne had gotten over his initial shock of being in the company of the commander of the Marine Corps. In fact, he’d seen more gold braid in the days since being chosen for the mission than he’d seen in rest of his military career to date. His selection interview had been conducted two generals and a brigadier, with himself being required to stand to attention the whole time. After a ten minute recess he’d been recalled and offered the mission by none other than the Commander in Chief – General Torrance himself – at which point any doubt about the importance of the mission abruptly vanished. 
 
    “I also understand we are on a tight time schedule,” said the project manager. 
 
    “That is correct,” said Vandenberg. “We launch in ten days – no later.” 
 
    “Your time in the simulator will have told you that most of the ship’s functions are fully automated, leaving the pilot to concentrate on the primary task. To a large extent, even that can be delegated to the ship’s AI, whether it be intelligence gathering or flight control.  That said, there is still a lot to learn. Major Redmayne, I’d say you’re in for a very busy week.”  
 
    *   *   * 
 
    A week later, Redmayne found himself floating silently above Tycho’s single moon. After more hours in the simulator than he’d care to remember, he had gradually taken the Raven through ever more complicated revolutions until embarking on this, his final training mission.  His task was to infiltrate Trinity’s inner defense zone, catalogue the defenses and then make a safe withdrawal. He’d begun the exercise by dropping out of warp at the edge of the Tycho system. After that, it was a matter of cataloguing the threats ahead and making a series of low power, short range jumps until he was within reach of his target area. Every jump from real to hyper-space left a tell tale signature, but so smooth was the transition that he barely felt the effects. Finally, he coasted in to his preferred destination – a hundred kilometers above the moon’s surface – using a short burst of low impulse power. Now, he would sit, wait and enjoy the view while his passive sensors worked their magic. 
 
    Initially, he’d found the experience of sitting in the middle of ‘enemy’ space slightly unnerving. Then as confidence in his ride’s capabilities grew, he found it enthralling. The fear of being caught was real enough – even in a training exercise – but it was offset by the knowledge that he was taking on the enemy in his own back yard. The high point of his afternoon was watching the battleship Colossus and its destroyer escort cruise past no more than fifty kilometers distant, all unaware they were being covertly observed. 
 
    “I can see you,” murmured Redmayne. “Can you see me?” 
 
    The destroyer escorts were all emitting high energy beams from their active sensors, scouring the surrounding space for potential hostiles. Some of those beams fluttered briefly over the Raven’s hull but aided by back scatter from the moon’s surface, the stealth tech did its job and the Colossus and her escorts disappeared off into the distance. 
 
    Once Redmayne had catalogued everything there was to be seen, he made the preparations to withdraw. The simplest way would to move to a safe distance from the moon and then rocket into hyperspace in a full power jump. It would be effective, but the mission brief called for a covert withdrawal. His sensors had provided him with an accurate picture of all the assets within the defense zone. The Raven’s AI processed the data and then plotted the optimal course and velocity for a safe egress. All Redmayne had to do was hit the ‘initiate’ icon on his console. With a last look down at the moon’s surface, he was away. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    “How did she perform?” asked the chief flight engineer as Redmayne descended from the hatch in the Raven’s underbelly. 
 
    “No problems,” he replied, removing his helmet and gloves. “Warp transition is the smoothest I’ve ever experienced. She jumps in and out with barely a tremor. We’ll have to wait for the data but I don’t think any of the guard ships above Trinity base saw me infiltrate the perimeter.” 
 
    “And the sensors?” 
 
    “Picked up sixteen Red-force units around point Zulu.” 
 
     “Make up?” 
 
    “The sensors catalogued the force as two Mainstay dreadnaughts, the Colossus and the Leviathan, the fleet carrier Herald, six Froggat class destroyers, four Atlantic class frigates and – I’m not sure if I read it right – a sanitation barge.” 
 
    “Right on the button,” said the engineer. “That sensor suite is performing better than we expected. No-one thought you’d be able to ID that barge. No-one except me, that is. You’ve won me a bet, by the way.” 
 
    “Pleased for you,” said Redmayne. “But the important thing is if I picked up all the minefields and warp disrupters that were out there. The data I collected is still in the memory banks. Let’s get that checked before we start to celebrate.” 
 
    “We’ll have the data analyzed within the hour,” said the engineer as a pair of technicians began removing data modules from the Raven’s hull. “If it matches, I’d say we’re ready to go.” He gave the major a nod and with a quick salute he was gone. 
 
    Ready to go. The words sent a shiver pulsing along Redmayne’s spine. It was a sensation he always felt before a mission. Not a feeling that you could easily put into words, it was part fear, part anticipation… and something else… almost… elation. 
 
    He could have had a shrink rationalize the emotions but why pay good money when it was easy enough to figure it out for yourself. Going into battle was profoundly exhilarating; it made you feel alive in the most primal, fundamental way. And fear was perhaps the most primal emotion of them all; it kept you sharp, it kept you alert and staying alert was the best way Redmayne knew of staying alive. 
 
    He knew the job was going to be dangerous and that putting his life on the line went with the territory. Having said that, he didn’t consider himself expendable; if he ever did get a medal he’d do his damndest to make sure it didn’t arrive posthumously. 
 
    He gazed across at the ship sitting on the concrete pavement. Small and slight, it seemed almost lost in the vastness of the hangar and so different from his previous ride LC225 – a chunky, heavily armored landing craft. Unarmed and entirely lacking in armor, the Raven would rely on stealth and speed to complete her mission – and they’d been right; she was fast. 
 
    In an ideal world she would speed across the border and return to safety before the enemy even knew that his territory had been violated. It was always a game of percentages, of course. Push your luck – stay too long over the target and the enemy would pick up your signal no matter how stealthy you were. Then it was down to speed – how fast you could run away. 
 
    This time, the Raven wouldn’t be able to run away – there could be no mad dash for home. Whatever she encountered, her mission would be to keep on going, traversing the entire breadth of Combine space to make contact with the Alliance’s NT allies. Her only weapons would be her sensors – sensors with which to detect mines, ships, warp disrupters and anything else that might bar her path and prevent her from completing her mission. 
 
    Redmayne had spent the last week putting the Raven through her paces and learning how to get the best out what he found to be an already very capable ship. As the project manager had promised, her automation made her simple enough to fly; the truth was that most ships flew themselves once you told them what you wanted from them. The trick was knowing what you wanted – and when you wanted it. 
 
    With an armored landing craft, the trick was to get in and out as quickly as possible. You timed your flight to arrive at the landing zone as close behind the barrage as you could manage. Front shields to maximum then straight as an arrow to your drop off point, gunning the engines all the way. On the way out you might try a few evasive maneuvers but speed was still your very best friend. It was brutal and unrefined but until someone came up with a better idea it was still the best option. 
 
    He’d need to employ very different tactics in his flight across the expanse. The Raven could out-accelerate, out-turn and outrun anything in the Combine inventory – or so he’d been told – but he’d only be using those attributes as a very last resort. His goal was to slip through unnoticed – not blaze across enemy space at the tip of an incandescent million kilometer long ion trail. 
 
    That’s why the results of his sensor sweeps were so important. If he couldn’t pick up friendly minefields and warp disrupters on training missions, he wouldn’t stand much of a chance in hostile space. 
 
    His insertion point into Combine space had already been selected. An Alliance carrier group would make a sweep along the Combine border, dropping off the Raven at a pre-determined point along the way. The carrier and her escorts would then continue along the frontier, hopefully drawing off any border patrols. After that they’d go to warp and attempt to create a further diversion by attacking a Combine border post a few light years distant.  
 
    If all went according to plan, Redmayne would be able to slip across the border unnoticed. From there on, his tactics would be to sprint and drift. He’d begin by scanning an area ahead, searching for a safe zone into which he would sprint under warp. When he’d reached the limits of his scan he’d drop into normal space and allow the Raven to drift, using his passive sensors to search for new threats, either circumnavigating them or waiting for them to pass as required. 
 
    His support team had calculated that it would take between twenty and twenty five jumps to reach the safety of NT space. That was their best case assessment. Redmayne took it in his stride when they shrugged at his question of the worst case. 
 
    The route they’d chosen was necessarily crooked in order to avoid known hazards – enemy bases, sensor arrays and the like. Redmayne also needed to factor in the inevitable, unknown hazards that he would be confronted with along the way. And that was the trouble with unknown hazards… the damned things were unknown. Gazing at the Raven’s graceful hull he quickly shunted the thought aside; they were bridges he’d cross if and when he came to them. 
 
    For now, the essential arithmetic was that the Raven could make about fifty jumps before the warp core was exhausted. That was the one limiting factor; there were only so many hazards he would be able to navigate before he ran out of warp capability. 
 
    Fifty jumps… it would be enough. It would have to be. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Hangar 402 sat close to the end of Runway 27 on Trinity Base. Not that there were twenty seven runways; the 27 referred to the magnetic azimuth of the runway's heading – 270° or due west. Neither were there four hundred and two hangars. Anything belonging to the army began with a ‘1’.  The navy owned everything beginning with a ‘2’ and ‘3’ denoted the marines. The designation ‘4’ was reserved for what was commonly referred to the SAS brigade – the secret and spooky. 
 
    The marine guards saluted as Torrance arrived at Hangar 402. Flanked by Brigadier Faulkner and General Vandenberg, Torrance made his way past the security checkpoint and allowed himself to be escorted to the ready room where Major Redmayne, the Raven’s flight chief and a colonel from the IT Division were waiting. 
 
    “Good morning, gentlemen. Please be at ease,” said Torrance on entering the room. “Is everything proceeding as planned?” Through the window of the ready room, Torrance could see the Raven, a team of engineers conducting her final pre-flight checks. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the flight chief. “The Raven is being prepped as we speak. The data package has been uploaded and verified. All we need are your authorization codes to finalize the procedure.” 
 
    The IT officer moved aside as Torrance slid his ID card into a slot in the console and tapped in his codes. “Any concerns with the Raven?” 
 
    “None at all, sir,” replied the chief. “She’s as good as we can make her. If any ship can make the journey, the Raven can.” 
 
    “She’s the most mission capable ship I’ve ever flown,” said Redmayne. “The sensors will keep me out of trouble and in the event that they don’t, I’ve the speed and agility to evade.” 
 
    “Just concentrate of staying out of harm’s way,” said Vandenberg. “Keep a low profile and trust in your ride to do the rest.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” said Redmayne. “I’m sure we’ll do fine.” 
 
    “Of course you will,” said Vandenberg. “You have the advantage of being a marine. Not all are so fortunate. No offence intended, General.” 
 
    “None taken,” said Torrance. “Major Redmayne, I can’t tell you what to expect when you reach NT space. You will be arriving unannounced… We have given you a code to transmit once you have cleared Combine territory, one that the NT should recognize. It should prevent you from coming under friendly fire but stay alert.” 
 
    “Understood, sir,” said Redmayne. 
 
    “And there is one more thing,” said Faulkner with sufficient gravity to gain Redmayne’s full attention. “The information in your ship’s data banks will allow the NT to coordinate their attacks with our own forces. While we are optimistic that you will make the transit without incident we need to consider the possibility that you will incur battle damage along the way…” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “There is the possibility that the data you are carrying may be compromised or destroyed during the flight. In such circumstances we will need you to communicate our intentions in person.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Redmayne uneasily. “Begging the Brigadier’s pardon, but I have no knowledge of the data contained within the Raven’s hard drives. I’m assured that in the event of capture, the enemy will not be able to break the encryption codes.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said the IT engineer. “The drives are protected by a spatially sensitive fractal encryption code that is it to all intents and purposes unbreakable.” 
 
    “You are naturally concerned that if you are briefed on the coming offensive, your knowledge could – in the event of your capture – be extracted and used to the enemy’s advantage,” said Torrance. 
 
    “Exactly… sir,” said Redmayne. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Major. We have no intention of giving you details of our battle plans. Nor – if you were worrying – do we plan to equip you with a suicide pill.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow,” said Redmayne. 
 
    “Major, you have spent the last ten days based here at Trinity, during which time you have conducted a number of trials in the surrounding sectors. I understand you have been testing the Raven’s capabilities for locating static defenses and also detecting and cataloguing combat vessels.” 
 
    “That’s right, sir.” 
 
    “And what have you detected?” asked Faulkner. 
 
    Throughout his deployment at Trinity Base, Redmayne had been completely focused on testing the Raven’s ability to detect threats – so focused that he hadn’t looked past the results of the scans. They were just training flights, after all. Now he replayed some of those missions through his mind, recalling all the major units he’d identified – the Colossus, Leviathan, Thunderer, Tempest, Fairfax, St. Bart, Atlantis, Caspian, Orion, Minotaur… and more besides, all of them with their support groups in tow, and all – according to the scans – with a full weapons payload and fuel cells charged to full capacity. 
 
    “A preponderance of Alliance units in our center,” he said slowly. “With an unusually heavy concentration of capital ships.” 
 
    “Which tells you what?” 
 
    It didn’t take much working out. That number of capital ships within the same radius could only mean one thing. They were gathering for an offensive, and sitting right opposite them was over the border was… 
 
    “Tarsus. We’re planning an assault on Tarsus – and sometime in the very near future, judging by the readiness of the fleet.” 
 
    “That is a most interesting conclusion,” said Faulkner. “Please understand that no-one here can either confirm or deny that Tarsus is our primary target. I apologize for our secrecy but ambiguity now may aid you in the event of capture. All we ask is that you follow your instincts. In addition, we need you to pass on this code – AP2755. Be sure to remember it, Major. Our allies on the other side of Combine space will understand its meaning.” 
 
    “AP2755,” repeated Redmayne, imprinting it on his brain. 
 
    “We realize the heavy burden we are placing upon your shoulders,” said Torrance. “I understand you have already been briefed on what to expect if you are taken prisoner. There is only so much that a man can tolerate and we neither ask nor expect the impossible. We leave it to you to do your duty as you see fit.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Redmayne, belatedly comprehending that the visiting flag officers hadn’t come simply to wish him bon voyage. No matter… The extra responsibility and the realization of what he already knew changed nothing at all; it made the mission neither easier nor harder and would change nothing in the event of his capture. They’d torture him just the same whether he knew anything of value or whether he didn’t. 
 
    He’d just have to make sure he didn’t get captured. And remember that code – AP2755. He hoped he’d have more luck remembering that than the motto he’d learned when he first gained his commission. Noli umquam voluntarius esse – never volunteer for anything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24:  The Crossing 
 
    It was difficult to miss a carrier battle group – even one that was doing its best to stay covert. This particular battle group wasn’t even trying. They wanted to be noticed. 
 
    The Tigris was the heaviest unit in the Alliance fleet; eight hundred meters long and weighing in at three hundred thousand tons, she carried eight squadrons of attack fighters and assault craft. As normal doctrine dictated, she headed up a battle group, travelling in the company of an escort generally made up of a cruiser and three or four smaller vessels. On this occasion, the escort was double the norm with a pair of heavy cruisers and half a dozen destroyers in attendance, all surrounding their charge in a protective shield. 
 
    The battle group set off from Trinity Base and after passing through the Shield, they set course straight for the frontier, dropping out of warp no more than a light year from Combine territory. As soon as the group was arranged in combat formation, they turned to starboard and began a sub-light run across the front of Combine space. 
 
    Aboard the Tigris, two squadrons of Ares fighters sat in their launch tubes, ready to deploy at a moment’s notice should the enemy decide to intervene. Another two squadrons were on a one minute alert, their pilots fully suited up and waiting in the ready room adjacent to the hangar deck. 
 
    After cruising along the border for thirty minutes, the battle group again went to into warp, emerging into normal space one light year further along the frontier. This time, a small Combine scouting force came nosing about. Remaining on their own side of the lines, they stayed well out of range but maintained contact with the Tigris and her escorts as they cruised steadfastly along. 
 
    The Tigris’s commander let the Combine scouts have a good look at his formation before ordering another jump. The two leading destroyers were first to leave, shooting off into hyperspace with the usual blaze of light. A few seconds later, the Tigris and the two cruisers followed, the remaining four destroyers jumping independently at ten second intervals. 
 
    Just before the Tigris made the jump, the Raven exited a small hangar on the carrier’s beam. Shielded from the Combine scouts by the Tigris’s great bulk, Redmayne engaged the thrusters and quickly guided the Raven away from the formation and into open space. He looked on in awe as one by one the rest of the fleet disappeared, leaving the Raven alone in the darkness. Well, almost. 
 
    The enemy scouting group was still there, sitting just a few hundred thousand kilometers off his beam. Redmayne flipped on his sensors and waited for the Raven’s computers to classify the enemy vessels. A moment later he had the answer – three Whisky class scouts – virtually obsolete as far as combat missions were concerned but still quick and agile enough for use as border guards. They held position for a few minutes before aiming their bows at Combine space and jumping off into hyperspace. 
 
    It was time to go to work. Redmayne began his first long range survey of the area ahead. According to intelligence, for the next two light years there was nothing in front of him but empty space. Intelligence might well be right but they weren’t the ones sitting here. He’d do his own checks before he entered the lion’s den. His long range scanners cut through into subspace and began analyzing anything that showed up against the normal background of space. The scan ate up real time – it would be a good hour before he obtained any meaningful results and another hour on top to firm up the data. The longer the scan, the more faith he could put in the results. In the meantime, all he could do was wait. 
 
    Until now Redmayne had never made it past the front lines. Venturing that far had been exciting enough and he counted himself lucky to have come away with his life. There were certainly enough who hadn’t. Of all the times he had delivered a twenty five man rifle platoon to the landing zones, only once had the same number survived to make the return journey. Even bare of human emotion is was a depressing enough statistic, but the reality meant taking in a group of living, breathing young men and women and returning with a payload of broken bodies, some shrieking in pain, some zipped up in body bags. By his third or fourth mission he’d stopped looking at the faces of his passengers – at least on the way into the drop zone. It wasn’t a conscious decision – it just happened. 
 
    The solitude of this particular mission appealed to him. It was just him and the enemy – literally. In the back of his mind he knew that a lot of people were relying on him but for once they weren’t actually here sitting beside him. It made for a good, clean fight… or something like that. And sitting here all alone on the edges of Combine space was a completely awe inspiring experience. For perhaps the first time in the war he found that he was actually enjoying himself. 
 
    He waited patiently as his sensors gathered data from the void ahead. It wasn’t a job you could rush and took just as long as it took. His sensors could detect the emissions from warp disrupters long before they were powerful enough to threaten him and the same went for enemy sensors. It was just a matter of being methodical, remaining calm and staying out of their reaches. 
 
    He shifted in his seat – an unusually comfortable one at that. Just as well, considering it was where he’d be spending most of the next week. It could have been worse; there was enough room – just – to stand up in the small space behind the pilot’s chair and the Raven even had a tiny ablutions unit and a galley of sorts, though neither was much larger than a small cupboard. 
 
    Finally, the results of the scan appeared on his tactical display. Intel had it right for once – the way ahead was clear. There was a disrupter spike off to starboard and some weak S-band emissions originating from somewhere above and to port. Neither gave him any cause for concern. He locked in the co-ordinates for the jump and hit the button. As the stars shimmered and then faded away, a faint tremor passed through his body, almost like a wave passing by a swimmer. The hyper-drive unraveled the fabric of space-time and the Raven passed smoothly through, swallowed whole by a realm where Einstein’s laws no longer applied. Redmayne often wondered if Einstein would have minded. 
 
    It would take six hours reach his first waypoint, designated checkpoint Alpha, which lay exactly halfway between two uninhabited systems dead ahead. Redmayne took the chance to catch up on his sleep and then spent the remainder of the time reviewing the route that the Intel guys had prepared for him. 
 
    From checkpoint Alpha they recommended two further jumps to circumnavigate a known Combine facility based within a system called Pictor. The most recent data suggested that a construction battalion was based there. The CBs wouldn’t pose a threat but there was a good the chance that the unit would be protected by an escort – most likely a flotilla of corvettes or frigates. They most definitely would pose a threat if he happened to be detected. 
 
    Counting down the final few seconds, Redmayne tightened his straps. Checkpoint Alpha was still well outside the ‘core’ of Combine territory and the chances of his dropping out of warp in the vicinity of an enemy ship were remote. Remote… but real enough. As the Raven dropped out of hyperspace with the familiar tremor, Redmayne quickly scanned his instruments, looking for signs of danger. 
 
    Quiet as a tomb… and just the way we like it, he told himself. He allowed the Raven to drift as he scanned the recommended course to checkpoint Beta. Once again, nothing appeared on his thread board. 
 
    Amazing… Intel were two for two, he thought. Actually, that was being unfair; Intel got a lot right, but you tended to forget that, remembering only the times when they got it wrong, mainly because their mistakes often got a whole lot of people killed. 
 
    Two jumps later and Redmayme was sitting on a plane level with Pictor. He was too far away to tell what was stationed there but there were signs of heavy traffic through the system. Every warp jump left a tell-tale signature and the bigger the ship, the bigger the imprint. In the vicinity of Pictor there were signatures aplenty, both large and small. 
 
    He was also picking up a signal that wasn’t recognized by his data banks. It was similar to the readings you’d get from a warp field disrupter, but subtly different. He spent the next few minutes recording and cataloguing the emissions. Whatever they were, they were cutting deeply into sub-space. Redmayne could only conclude that they were emanating from whatever the Combine was using to block communications. 
 
    This was high value data, something that would be of real importance to the Alliance. He was sorely tempted to close on the emitter and collect more data but it wasn’t in his mission brief and time was against him. Reluctantly, he turned his attention to scanning ahead in preparation for jump number four. 
 
    This time the data didn’t match Intel’s forecast; there was a battery of warp disrupters directly ahead, with a scanning array sitting beyond that. They must be protecting something of value but whatever it was he had best stay well clear. He made a series of short range jumps, skirting the boundary of the disrupter field until he found its edge, considering himself fortunate that from there he was able to reach checkpoint Delta in a single jump. He only had the capacity for so many unscheduled jumps and that was three gone already. If he carried on like this it was going to be a close run thing… 
 
    And so it went on; warp, drift, scan, repeat. By the end of the fifth day he was well past the halfway point and if he’d had any doubts about the Raven’s capabilities, they were about to disappear. 
 
    Entering normal space near checkpoint Tau, he detected a pair of frigates travelling at sub-light speed across his bows. They hadn’t shown up on his long range scans and had almost certainly arrived here while he’d been in hyperspace. Smooth as the Raven’s transitions were, her emergence into normal space caused ripples in the fabric of space-time; ripples which could be detected if the enemy was close enough. 
 
    Sure enough, the frigates slowed and turned towards him. Redmayne had two choices – flee, or trust in his ship’s stealth capabilities and sit it out. The Raven was already powered down after the jump and the few emissions that his systems were generating should be retained within the composite hull. The same composites should also absorb most of the enemy’s scans – at least at their present range. 
 
    Redmayne elected to wait them out. His passive scanners had already identified them as Copperheads, amongst the most capable frigates in the Combine inventory. That was not good news; they wouldn’t catch him if it came to a stern chase but they might just bring him down with a lucky shot. Even if he did manage to evade, he’d be forced to make the next jump without scanning ahead. Much better to wait – at least until he had no other options. 
 
    The Copperheads slowed further; almost certainly they had detected an anomaly and were now trying to localize it. Still closing at an oblique angle, Redmayne noted that they had narrowed the resolution of their beams – if they were going to pick him up now was the time. 
 
    He held his breath as his sensors detected one of the Copperhead’s beams sweep over the Raven. If they picked up an echo from his hull, the beam would surely return, sweeping back and forth until the enemy got a precise fix of his location. Then his only recourse would be to flee. His hands hovered above the engine controls, ready to smash the throttles wide open and make a dash for safety but the beam never returned. The two Copperheads reverted back to their original course and receded into the distance. 
 
    Redmayne watched them depart devoid of emotion. No surprise, no elation, nothing. Realized dawned that he was slowly but surely approaching exhaustion, both physically and mentally. This was not the kind of mission that he was used to – it wasn’t the kind of mission anyone was used to.  As a landing craft pilot he was often subjected to extreme pressure, but only for relatively short periods of time, after which he would have time to wind down, get drunk, smash a few glasses and rid his system of whatever demons he’d picked up during the ordeal. 
 
     This mission – one that perhaps no-one was truly qualified for – was different. Until just now, he had faced no imminent danger but the ever present likelihood was sufficient to wear him down by degrees. He’d managed to snatch a few hours sleep here and there and indeed had medication to keep him awake and his senses tuned, but there was a limit to their effectiveness. Right now he’d had enough of the damned pills; the thing he needed above all else was rest – he was running close to empty. 
 
    His next jump was to checkpoint Upsilon, almost exactly in center of the greatest void in the whole of Combine space and the most isolated checkpoint of the whole journey. He decided to make the jump and then rest, recharging his batteries before embarking on the final stretch of his journey into NT territory. A couple of hours later he had enough data to make the jump and after making one final check of the immediate vicinity, he engaged the hyper drive and sped away. 
 
    Redmayne slept for seven straight hours as the Raven drifted slowly in the blackness near checkpoint Upsilon. As expected, the area had been devoid of activity and on arrival he gratefully removed his helmet, boots and gloves and reclined his seat as far back as it would go. He laid back his head and despite a nagging pain around his temples he was sound asleep within minutes. It was a deep, dreamless sleep, the kind that only comes from acute fatigue. His breathing slow and measured, he barely stirred as the hours passed by. And while he slept, his scanners searched far into the distance, probing the reaches of what he hoped would be his last stop-off in Combine space; if all went well, the jump after that could take him clear into the safety of the Northern Territories. 
 
    When he awoke, the headache had gone and he felt completely rested. For a while, he just lay there, completely motionless, his eyelids still heavy as the illuminated dials and gauges on the console swam into focus. Stretching his arms and legs, he eased the kinks out if his body and then brought his seat back to the upright position. His limbs still had a heaviness about them but the weariness inside was gone, replaced with a calmness that had been missing during the previous few days. 
 
    Munching on an energy bar, he checked the scans of his route to the next checkpoint. The sensors had been running for almost eight hours and the incoming data was the most comprehensive he’d collected to date. There were three distinct threats surrounding checkpoint Phi, his planned point of entry into normal space. Two were logged on his map, one wasn’t. The latter was a system previously thought to be uninhabited but was now showing signs of heavy traffic in and out. The three threats formed a triangle with checkpoint Phi located exactly in the center. It wasn’t ideal but there was nothing barring him from flying straight in and after that, there would be just one last jump, a final dash across the border to safety. The border zone would be well defended, making the last jump the most dangerous of all, but he’d cross that bridge when he came to it. 
 
    While the flight computer was making the calculations for the jump he clambered to the rear of the cockpit and opened up the small wash stand. He splashed some water over his face and then wiped it away, vigorously massaging his face and the back of his neck with the towel. He felt fresher for the experience but noted that he was now sporting several days worth of beard; it was uncomfortable, it was beginning to itch and he’d like nothing more than to shave it off, but that would have to wait until he reached safe haven. He gave his chin a final scratch before returning to his seat and donning his flight gear. A minute later, he bid checkpoint Upsilon a final farewell and slipped quietly into hyperspace. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Arriving at checkpoint Phi in five, four, three, two, one… The Raven gave her usual tremor as she entered normal space and Redmayne immediately turned his attention to the threat board as the short range scanners began their search of the immediate vicinity. 
 
    Contact! Redmayne jerked forward as his board lit up. 
 
    Contact: Vessel bearing 270,+030. Range 10,000Km. Classify as Venom class destroyer. 
 
    Contact: Designate Contact 2: Vessel bearing 271,+033. Range 12,000Km. Classify as Venom class destroyer. 
 
    Multiple Contacts!  
 
    Contact 3: Vessel bearing040,-016. Range 65,000Km. Classify as Ballista class battle-cruiser. 
 
    Contact 4: Vessel bearing042,-020. Range 66,000Km. Classify as Regulus class frigate. 
 
    Contact 5: Vessel bearing… 
 
    Redmayne inwardly cursed as he read down the list. There were over forty enemy combatants in the area. He must have blundered straight into some kind of fleet exercise. Of all the damned luck!  
 
    Way out to starboard, there was a fighter carrier in company with its escort, squadrons of attack fighters sweeping the space ahead of their mother ship. Both above and below his position, squadrons of cruisers were wheeling lazily through space. Two hundred thousand kilometers distant, they were also too far away to have detected him. 
 
    Closer in, and almost directly in front was the battle-cruiser supported by flotillas of destroyers and frigates. Arranged in loose lose formation they barred the way ahead, forming a screen that Redmayne couldn’t hope to breach. 
 
    The most immediate danger lay on his port side. The two Venom class destroyers were close. Much, much too close. Already they were increasing speed and turning towards him, their scanners blasting out beams of highly focused energy. Within seconds, one of the beams danced over his position. It vanished for a few moments before returning with a vengeance, locking itself firmly onto the Raven’s hull. It was soon joined by another and then more. A group of frigates was steaming in right behind the two Venoms. 
 
    Redmayne needed no further persuasion. If he stayed here he was dead – within seconds, a volley of missiles would come blazing straight down those enemy scanning beams and that would be that. 
 
    Spooling up the Raven’s sub light engines, he quickly reversed his course and headed for the only area of space open to him. With the throttles pushed to the stops, he began to pull away from the two destroyers, heading for the open end of the box of Combine ships that was threatening to envelope him. Already the cruisers above and below were swooping in to head him off and fighters from the carrier were attempting to swing around in front of him. 
 
    The neck of the trap was closing inexorably, but at the same time the Raven’s speed was slowly increasing. Already he was up to point one light speed and outside missile range of the two destroyers – but not outside the range of particle weapons. He flinched as a volley of proton darts flashed by. They passed well abeam but were soon joined by further volleys, some from astern, and some from the cruisers above and below. Soon, the blackness was crisscrossed with dozens of bolts of pure energy. At this range, the enemy was relying on luck for a kill but as the number of vessels opening fire increased, so did their chances of getting in that lucky shot. 
 
    This was one thing that Redmayne was used to; it was no different to flying in or out of a drop zone. You’d just grit your teeth, hunker down in your seat and pray to God Almighty – whether you believed in him or not. 
 
    He just flew like hell, going as fast as his engines would take him. There was no point in trying any fancy maneuvers; he’d just as likely fly into something as avoid it. Watching as his speed increased to point two light and beyond, he thanked God, providence and his lucky scarf in equal measure as the enemy fire gradually became more sporadic and then dwindled away completely. 
 
    He was leaving the bulk of the enemy fleet behind but the fighters – which could almost match him for speed – were coming around and he still needed time to make the necessary calculations for the jump to light speed. Anywhere would do – even half a light year away; somewhere for him to lay low for a while and work out what to do next. If the worst came to the worst he could jump blind, with all the risks it entailed, but… all he needed was a couple of minutes. 
 
    The fighters were coming in on his port side. With a course change to starboard – and a little more speed – he could pass safely in front of the Venoms and be away. The rest of their fleet wouldn’t matter. He ran the data thought the tactical computer and received an electronic thumbs up. A minute later and with his speed topping point three light, he began nudging the Raven to starboard, one degree at a time. The Venoms opened fire again as he passed across their bows but their shots flew harmlessly wide. With the fighters now dead astern he waited for the flight computer to complete the calculations. Within moments the ‘Ready to Jump’ icon began to flash and with a tap of his index finger he was gone. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Redmayne breathed a sigh of relief as the stars blinked out, replaced by the dull grey of hyperspace. Still pumped up from the encounter, adrenaline was coursing through his veins and his heart pounded in his chest. He took a number of deep breaths, waited for the excitement to bleed off and in the ensuing minutes he took time to reflect on the choices he’d made. 
 
    The thing that pleased him most – apart from the obvious, in that he was still alive – was that he’d managed to stay calm when the situation was at its deadliest. He wondered why it should be that some people panicked when others didn’t. Keeping his head had kept him alive. However, his best decision had undoubtedly been to rest at checkpoint Upsilon; if he’d arrived at Phi in his previously exhausted state, he almost certainly wouldn’t have survived. All in all, it had been– 
 
    Redmayne was thrown hard against his straps as the Raven suddenly lurched out of hyperspace. A raft of warning lights flashed before his eyes and his ears were assaulted by a high pitched alarm. 
 
    Warp disrupter! 
 
    The thought flashed through his brain even before he received confirmation from his instruments. As the Raven tumbled crazily through space, Redmayne worked frantically at the thruster controls, desperately trying to regain some semblance of control. After what seemed an age, he finally managed to counter the spin and brought the ship back to an even keel. He barely had time to check his scanners before a hail of incoming fire swept past his cockpit. Purely on instinct, he spooled up the sub-light engines and smashed the throttles wide open. 
 
    Too late. A volley of proton darts flashed past his port wing, the last dart chopping straight through the edge of the winglet and severing one of the thruster nozzles. Ignited by a shower of sparks from a shattered electrical conduit, the jet of escaping thruster fuel formed a brilliant pennant that streamed out behind the wounded Raven.  
 
    Before Redmayne had chance to react, a Spartax missile detonated just thirty meters astern. The blast shredded the Raven’s propulsion system, fragments ripping through the engines and into the machinery spaces beyond. The impact was so violent that it ripped Redmayne’s seat clean from its mountings. As the Raven reared, he was sent crashing into the rear bulkhead with enough force to crack his helmet. 
 
    On the edges of consciousness, Redmayne unbuckled his straps and crawled forward along the deck plating. Struggling to rise, he finally managed to pull himself up to his knees, his head resting on the main console. 
 
    As darkness closed in around him, Redmayne’s last memory was the sight of a Combine cruiser approaching from dead ahead, its menacing shape looming large through his cockpit window. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25:  The Game 
 
    “Mr. Redmayne? Can you hear me, Mr. Redmayne?” 
 
    The voice echoed far away in the distance, fading in and out as a light pulsed somewhere above. Blinking away the tears, Redmayne forced open his eyes, a thousand hazy shapes slowly coalescing to form a vague, watery image. He struggled to bring the image into focus but the light became too much to bear and he squeezed his eyelids shut once more.  
 
    He was tired, so very, very tired, and lying in a bed – a wonderful, warm, comfortable bed with the softest of pillows caressing his head. The voice called to him again but he had neither the will nor the strength to respond. With a faint murmur he retreated back into the darkness. 
 
    “Mr. Redmayne!” This time more urgent. 
 
    There was a sharp, needle like pain to his arm and his eyes jerked open. A tightness immediately formed in his chest as he struggled to make sense of his surroundings. With increasing anxiety, he looked from face to face. Who were these people? Where was he? Where was … the Raven!? 
 
    Realization dawned. 
 
    “Redmayne. Major. Alliance Marine Corps,” he gasped. 
 
    “It’s all right, Mr. Redmayne. We just–” 
 
    “Redmayne! Major! Alliance Marine Corps!” Heart pounding within his chest, he was overwhelmed by a sudden and uncontrollable surge of panic. His throat constricted and his back arched painfully as a muscle spasm wracked his body. Hands and arms held him down as he convulsed on the mattress. Blood thundered in his ears and a scream faltered and died at his lips. He thought he must suffocate. 
 
    “We’re losing him! Give me 10ccs Novatrol. Now!” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    “Mr. Redmayne,” said a voice gently. “It’s alright, Mr. Redmayne. You’re in good hands now. Just lie still and relax.” 
 
     Redmayne slowly opened his eyes to see a man dressed in a physician’s gown looking down at him over the top of a pair of half moon reading glasses. Slight of build, the physician had a friendly face and thinning grey hair. He smiled reassuringly as he spoke. 
 
    “You’ve had a very nasty experience, Mr. Redmayne, but you’re quite safe now. Do you remember any of what happened?” 
 
    “No… I can’t…” faltered Redmayne. “I mean, I don’t recall…” 
 
    “I understand. Please don’t worry yourself – we’ll have plenty of time to talk about it later. We’ve had to give you a fairly strong sedative so why don’t you rest for a while? I’ll get Nurse Jones to remove that drip from your arm so you can turn over properly. Have yourself a good sleep and I’ll come back and see you later on.” The doctor gave Redmayne a friendly nod and left the room. 
 
    A few minutes later, a nurse entered and deftly removed the needle from his wrist. He looked up at her face as she rolled up the tubing and placed it on a tray alongside the needle and the now empty medication holder. She was young and pretty with biggest, brownest eyes he had ever seen. Nurse Jones caught his gaze and gave him a smile as she fixed a band-aid to the puncture mark. 
 
    “That’s better. Now if there’s anything you need just give this button a press and I’ll be right along,” she said, placing the nurse-call at his side. Then giving his arm a pat, she left, closing the door quietly behind her. 
 
    Redmayne inhaled deeply, breathing out with a sigh of contentment. He felt truly at peace. Turning his head on the pillow, he could see out onto some playing fields, the sounds of children at play drifting through the open window, peals of laughter mixed with screams of excitement and cries of delight. Gazing upwards, he spied a bird overhead, wheeling effortlessly in a cloudless sky. As he watched, a gust of warm air rippled the curtains and touched his cheek. 
 
    Try as he might, he couldn’t quite recall how he’d got here. It wasn’t that his memories were just fuzzy – everything was a complete and utter blank. Strangely enough, it didn’t seem in the slightest bit important. Why would that be? That doctor had said something about a sedative hadn’t he? Maybe that was why... 
 
    Gradually his eyelids began to flutter and close. As he drifted off to sleep, it occurred to him that the only thing he could remember was his name… Bill Redmayne, though he wasn’t at all sure who Bill Redmayne was, or what Bill Redmayne did. 
 
    Oh well, never mind, he was sure it was something he could figure out later... 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    By the time he next opened his eyes, his memory had returned; or some of it, at least. The memories came back not one by one, or even in a rush. They were just… there. How very odd. 
 
    Bill Redmayne. Thirty three years of age, he lived in a small house in the suburbs of Brunes along with Ellen, his wife of two years. No children yet, but that was something they were working on – almost every day, as a matter of fact. Employed in the accounts department of a pharmaceutical company, he enjoyed rock climbing, ran half marathons, played a mean hand of poker and was an avid game player. He supposed that there might be a whole lot of memories still waiting to work their way back into his consciousness – including how he managed to end up in this hospital bed – but for now, the ones he had were certainly enough to be going on with. 
 
    How long had he been asleep? The sun was still high in the sky – just where it had been when he last recalled seeing it. That was strange too, but no matter. 
 
    Not only had his memory returned, so, it appeared, had his strength. He sat up in bed and poured himself a glass of water from the jug on his bedside table. Gulping it down in one go, he was about to get a refill when the door opened and his physician ambled into the room. 
 
    “Ah, you’re awake at last,” he said. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure feels like it,” said Redmayne. “How long was I out for?” 
 
    “A little over twenty four hours,” said the doctor with a smile as he checked his watch. 
 
    “A whole day?” said Redmayne in surprise. 
 
    “Yes, well that was mostly due to the medication. Sorry, but we needed you to rest. So tell me, how are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’m feeling… yeah… I’m feeling fine.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said the doctor. “And by the way, my name is Sanders and I’m a neurologist. I’ve been treating you for the past few days. I’m sure you’re anxious to know what led you to being here but for now, I’d like to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “OK…  fire away.” 
 
    “We’ll start with your name.” 
 
    “Redmayne. Bill Redmayne.” 
 
    “Is that your full name,” asked Sanders with a slight twinkle in his eye. 
 
    “Ah, I see. William Byron Redmayne.” 
 
    “Byron… that’s a most interesting name.” 
 
    “Family tradition,” said Redmayne. “I’m told my great grandfather loved the classical poets.” 
 
    “I see. And you are how old?” 
 
    “Just turned thirty three.” 
 
    “Can you tell me where you live?” 
 
    “Just outside Brunes – a neighborhood called The Larches.” 
 
    “And your profession?” 
 
    “Accountant. Is this a test?” 
 
    “Something like that,” said Sanders. “I could go on but I think perhaps we’ll just skip to the last question. If you could wait a moment...” He opened the door and beckoned for a person to enter. “Mr. Redmayne, could you tell me who this person is?” he said as a woman entered the room. 
 
    Redmayne looked at the face for a few seconds before be broke into a smile. “My wife. How could I forget?” 
 
    Ellen Redmayne sat beside the bed and took her husband’s hand in her own. “But you did forget, though,” she said in a distraught voice. “You gave us such a scare, you know. When I came back home and found you like that… I didn’t know what to think… I didn’t know what to do. I was so scared…” For a moment her face twisted in anguish and a tear welled in the corner of her eye. 
 
    Redmayne just stared. “Hon, I’m so sorry. I don’t recall…” 
 
    Dr. Sanders pulled up a chair and sat facing them. “Mr. Redmayne, what is the last thing you do remember? Before waking up here, that is.” 
 
    “I don’t know… I remember… going for a run?” 
 
    “That’s right, you did!” said Ellen. “I went over to my mother’s for the afternoon and you went out jogging.” 
 
    “And do you remember what you did after that?” 
 
    “I guess I got home… then I took a shower… Yes, yes, I did,” he said, the memories becoming clearer. 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “I… I played a video game for an hour or two.” 
 
    “On what console?” 
 
    “What console? Yeah… I got a new one, a Dreamstation 7.” 
 
    “Mrs. Redmayne?” said Dr. Sanders. 
 
    Ellen Redmayne reached into her bag and took out a headset, passing it over to the doctor. 
 
    “As I’m sure you’re well aware, this is the Dreamstation 7 headset,” said the doctor. “The business end of the latest generation of Dreamstation gaming devices. The two pads which you affix to your temples allow the software to interface directly with the cerebral cortex. Effectively, it plugs straight into the brain, which of course is why it provides such a realistic gaming experience. It has, I understand, more than twice the bandwidth of the previous model, which is where the problem lies.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand,” said Redmayne. 
 
    “It seems that with prolonged use, this particular headset can – in certain circumstances – induce a type of schizophrenia in the user. In simple terms, the headset rewires that brain, resulting in the player becoming locked within the game even after the headset has been removed. It would seem to be a rare occurrence but several cases have already been reported. Yours is one of them. The model has been taken off the shelves pending the results of an investigation. Personally, I doubt if we’ll be seeing the Dreamstation 7 again anytime soon, if at all. I certainly hope not anyway.” 
 
    “So, what was I doing when you came back home?” Redmayne asked. 
 
    “You were just sitting in your chair,” said his wife. “Screaming something about your engines being offline. You were… I don’t know… flying a plane, or something. I couldn’t get you to snap out of it. I called Dad and he came straight round but we couldn’t anything. You just sat there, eyes wide open, shouting like…” 
 
    “Like…?” 
 
    “Like a man possessed. In the end we called the paramedics and they brought you here.” 
 
    Redmayne shook his head. “I honestly don’t remember a thing.” 
 
    “Which is a good sign,” said Dr. Sanders. “For the past few days, we’ve been treating you with a combination of drugs and impulse therapy. I’m pleased to say you’ve already shown remarkable improvement and I’m very hopeful that you will make a full recovery.” 
 
    “So where do we go from here?” 
 
    “We’ll keep you in overnight to be on the safe side. After that, I can’t see any reason why you shouldn’t be discharged. You’ll need to take a few weeks off work while we continue with the medication, during which time there will be no driving, no alcohol, and absolutely no gaming. I can’t stress that last part strongly enough,” he said sternly. 
 
    “Understood,” said Redmayne. 
 
    “There is one more thing,” said the doctor, “From time to time you will probably experience flashbacks, some of which may be extremely vivid. Don’t let them worry you – they are part of the healing process and it’s much better to talk about them than to bottle them up. Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “Ellen?” 
 
    “Will there be any… you know… permanent damage?” 
 
    “We don’t believe so,” said Sanders. “It may take some time for your husband to regain all his memories – especially some of the more recent ones – and then it might take a while to readapt to his ‘old’ surroundings once again but as I said, there is no reason to expect anything other than a complete recovery.” 
 
    “That’s good news, but there is one thing, doctor,” said Redmayne. “I’m absolutely famished. Exactly how long has it been since I ate?” 
 
    “Real food? A few days, I guess. If you feel ready to eat, I can have something sent up. Something light, though.” 
 
    “No chance of a steak?” 
 
    “You see, Mrs. Redmayne,” said Sanders with a laugh. “He’s well on the way to a full recovery. Well, I’ll see if I can get someone to rustle you up some lunch and in the meantime, I’ll leave you two alone. I’m sure you have a lot to talk about. Good day to you.” 
 
    Ellen waited until the doctor had closed the door behind him before she leaned over and kissed her husband on the lips. “Good to have you back,” she said. 
 
    “It’s good to be back… though I don’t really remember being away. I don’t even remember what game I was playing. You say I was flying a plane?” 
 
    “Let’s see if I can jog your memory,” she said, taking a box from her bag and holding it up for him to see. “The Combine Wars: Gold Edition... Well at least it wasn’t one of those erotic adventures I’ve been hearing about.” 
 
    She turned the box over and began reading the blurb on the back. “Serving under the legendary war hero Admiral ‘Jolly Jack’ Tarr, you must take command of the World Alliance air and ground units as you battle for your very survival against the despotic Combine Empire. 
 
    Establish bases, gather resources and build up your fleet as you prepare to meet the onslaught of a ferocious and cunning enemy. 
 
    Experience the intensity of space combat as you take command of a flotilla of Z-class destroyers and go head to head with enemy formations. 
 
    Use you intelligence agents to search out enemy spies and travel across occupied space in search of allies. Only you can prevent the total annihilation of your race. 
 
    Immerse yourself in hyper-realistic 4D battlegrounds as you fight your way through 30 intense single player missions, or go on-line for breathtaking multiplayer action… Does it ring any bells?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Redmayne, nodding his head. He closed his eyes as the memories came cascading back, filling his head with a raft of powerful images and sounds. “Wow... it’s so intense. Just listening to you read that out…” He shook his head in surprise. 
 
    “The doctor said this might happen. You want to talk about it?” 
 
    “It was just a crazy jumble of images and sounds,” he said. “Space battles, mostly.” 
 
    “That figures,” said Ellen, holding up the box to show a picture of two fleets of space ships squaring off in the shadow of a great nebula.” 
 
    There was a soft knock at the door and an orderly entered bearing a tray. “Here you are, Mr. Redmayne,” he said. “Got a nice salad for you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said as the orderly placed the tray on his lap. He waited for the man to leave before he looked up at his wife.  “Nothing to eat for days on end and all I get is a tuna salad?” 
 
    “It’s called doctor’s orders,” she said sympathetically. 
 
    Redmayne grunted. He speared a piece of tomato with a plastic fork and was half-way to his mouth when there was a loud knock on the door. He looked up to see a familiar face peering inside the room. 
 
    “Hi,” said the face. “How’s the invalid?” 
 
    “Out of the woods, apparently,” Redmayne said with a chuckle. Honey, you remember Barney from the office?” 
 
    “Course I do,” she said. “How’s it going, Barney?” 
 
    “Could be worse… I might be in hospital like you for a start. Jeez, is that all they give you?” he said, looking at the salad with disdain. 
 
    “The doctor said he should stick to something light.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” said Barney. “Then I suppose I can’t interest you in these.” Looking around furtively, he opened his briefcase and withdrew a bag of hamburger and fries. “I got them across the street. They’re still hot… well, warm, anyway.” 
 
    Redmayne looked at his wife who shrugged. “It’s up to you,” she said. “But don’t blame me if they make you sick.” 
 
    “How did you get past the nurse station?” said Ellen as Redmayne stuffed a handful of fries into his mouth. “It’s not visiting hours yet.” 
 
    “Easy,” said Barney, tapping his name tag. ‘Barney Childs: Cannon Pharmaceuticals’, it read. “I’m in a hospital. No-one ever questions a rep from a drug company. I could wander around here all day and no-one would stop me.” 
 
    “Barney, you’re a bean counter,” said Redmayne. “You don’t know the first thing about drugs.” 
 
    “I know how much they cost. That’s a start. And talking about counting beans, any idea when you’ll be back at work?” 
 
    “The doc said a couple of weeks,” said Ellen. 
 
    “Do the folks at the office know why I’m in here?” said Redmayne. 
 
    ‘Of course they do,” said Barney. “It’s all over the news. Well, not you personally, but all the furor about the Dreamstation 7. You’re going to sue, right?” 
 
    “Sue?” 
 
    “Yeah, take my advice and get yourself a good lawyer. Surprised there haven’t been a few sniffing around already, to tell the truth. There’s money to be made, Bill, money to be made. Being an accountant, I’d have thought you of all people would have figured that one out. How about if the medics hadn’t been able to bring the real Bill Redmayne back to life? Ask yourself that. Well, I might have got your job, which would have been no bad thing,” he joked. “But there’s Ellen to think of too. All the heartache she’s had to endure, all the worry she’s been put through… Think on it, buddy.” 
 
    “Well, I guess there’ll be time enough for that,” said Redmayne, swallowing the last of the hamburger. 
 
    “Hey, is that what you were playing?” said Barney, reaching over and picking up the Combine Wars: Gold Edition box. Cracking good game. How far did you get with it?” 
 
    “It’s still a bit hazy to be honest.” 
 
    “Did you catch the spy?” 
 
    Redmayne thought for a moment. “Absolutely no idea.” 
 
    “The doctor said it might take a while for everything to come back, honey,” said Ellen. Redmayne took the box and looked over the description. 
 
    “No, don’t remember anything about spies… or a flotilla of Z class destroyers…” 
 
    “But that was the best part!” said Barney. “Damned good shoot ‘em up – right up my street.” 
 
    “Now, this bit I remember,” said Redmayne. “Travel across occupied space in search of allies. Something about Checkpoint Charlie?” 
 
    “Nah,” said Barney. “It was Checkpoint Alpha, then Beta, Gamma and so on… all Latin names.” 
 
    “Barney, they’re Greek.” 
 
    “Whichever. Wasn’t my favorite part of the game, tell the truth. All that stealth nonsense, skulking around evading enemy ships, mines and warp de-emulsifiers, or whatever they were called. Never had the patience for it. I’d tip-toe around a couple of checkpoints, get fed up and then charge off – usually blundering straight into an ambush. Don’t think I ever made it past Checkpoint Kappa – got blown to hell every time. Give me a stand up fight any day.” 
 
    “That’s not why they gave you the Raven. They gave you a stealth ship so you could be stealthy. Hey, I remember the name of the ship – the Raven.” 
 
    “Good for you,” said Barney. “So how far did you get before they rumbled you?” 
 
    “I got clear across – at least, I think I did… Yeah, I did,” said Redmayne, the memories once again flooding back. “Had a brush with a pair of Copperheads at checkpoint… Tau, I think it was, and then I jumped right into a fleet exercise later on. Got out of that, too.” 
 
    “How the hell did you manage that? Do you know a cheat?” 
 
    “No! It’s not so difficult. Just keep a reasonable distance from the enemy and they can’t detect you. Like I said, it’s a stealth ship. Then if you get tumbled, just use your speed. Nothing to it – I’ll show you how it’s done when I get out of here.” 
 
    “You most certainly will not,” said Ellen. “Absolutely no gaming, the doctor said.” 
 
    “Oh…yes,” said Redmayne sheepishly. “Sorry Barney, maybe in a few weeks.” 
 
    “Good. Well, I think I’ll leave you boys to it,” said Ellen. “There are a few errands I need to run – have to bring you a change of clothes for the morning then call in on Mom and Dad and let them know you’re on the mend. I’ll be back in a couple of hours, OK?” 
 
    “No problem,” said Barney. “I’ll keep him on the straight and narrow until then.” 
 
    “Is that with or without the junk food?” 
 
    “Actually, I reckon he looks the better for it – bit more color in his cheeks, don’t you think?” 
 
    Ellen suppressed a smile and leaned over to give Redmayne a kiss on the cheek. “Love you,” she said. 
 
    “Can I have one?” said Barney. 
 
    “Certainly, if you can find an alternate universe where we happen to be married.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no, then.” 
 
    “Wise,” said Ellen as she checked her make-up in the mirror hanging on the wall. “See you later, guys.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    On the other side of the mirror two men stood watching. One was dressed in a physician’s gown, the other in military uniform; four silver stars adorned his epaulettes. 
 
    “You’ve had him for two days.” said the general. 
 
    “I realize that,” said Dr. Sanders. “He’s been in an induced coma for most of it. We have to dig pretty deep into a subject’s neural pathways to suppress his real memories and after that it takes time for the new memory engrams to embed. Bringing a subject out of the coma too quickly can have serious adverse effects.” 
 
    “How serious?” 
 
    “Permanent damage to the subject’s neuro-anatomical structures.” 
 
    “In plain English, if you please, doctor.” 
 
    “Simply out, the subject’s ability to store and recall memories would be severely impeded. He could be reduced to little more than a gibbering idiot.”  
 
    “Doctor, I cannot stress the importance of gaining access to whatever information this man holds in his head. I won’t bother you with the operational details but it is imperative that have the information within the next seventy two hours. After that, both the subject and his information will be worthless,” said the general bluntly. 
 
    “I understand, of course, General. The procedure has been designed to preserve the subject’s memories while altering his perception of reality. Everything that he has done, everything that he was, will appear nothing more than a computer generated simulation – vivid, dynamic, compelling even, but at the same time it will seem illusory and not quite real. Meanwhile, the memory engrams we have implanted will create a convincing, alternate reality in which he will exist quite comfortably. The information you require is still there. All we have to do is apply the correct stimulus and coax out the memories that we want. That’s where Lt. Donavon comes in. She has been thoroughly trained on the most reliable techniques.  As far as the subject is concerned, she is not just his wife, she is also his friend, confidant and soul mate. She is backed up by Lt. Childs, who the subject believes to be his colleague and close personal friend. I’m confident that Donavon and Childs will extract the information you need. The only drawback is that the implanted memories will begin to decay in forty eight hours. Perhaps a little longer if we’re lucky. Then his real memories will begin to surface again.” 
 
    “Is that enough time?” 
 
    “I believe so. Donavon is our best operative.” 
 
    “And we can we trust the data that we get out of him?” 
 
    “More than we can by using conventional means.  Agents can be conditioned to resist both torture and drugs – for a while, anyway. This procedure relies on the subject giving up his information voluntarily. And of course, the procedure leaves no physical marks, as you specified.” 
 
    “And he goes ‘home’ tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Sanders. 
 
    “Very well. Keep me informed.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26:  The Imposter 
 
    Statham Park was one of the oldest estates on Tycho. Lying just outside the city limits, it had been built as the country retreat of one of the colony’s founding fathers, the closest thing Tycho had to an aristocracy. For generations, the splendid manor house and idyllic gardens catered for the whims of the Tycho elite, providing a secluded hideaway that was the setting for an endless round of garden parties, hunting expeditions and horseback adventures. 
 
    As the colony flourished, so Tycho City prospered along with it, expanding rapidly into the surrounding countryside. Woodlands gave way to housing developments, green fields to manufacturing plants and clear blue skies to a suffocating blanket of industrial haze. Eventually, the tide of urban chaos advanced far enough to encroach upon Statham Park’s peace and tranquility. Even before the myriad ranks of industrial chimney stacks became visible from the manor house’s upper balconies, Statham Park had lost its allure to the point that the house, along with its spacious grounds, was donated to a grateful city by the heir to the Statham fortune. 
 
    Over the following decades, the manor house was refurbished and enlarged to the point that the original owner might scarcely have recognized it. It had first served as a conference centre, then as a university annex and latterly as a mental hospital before assuming its present guise as a rehabilitation and convalescent home for injured servicemen. It was now a sanctuary for those ravaged by war; men and women whose bodily injuries had been healed as much as they could be by medical science, but those who perhaps had yet to be healed in mind. A hideaway, a halfway house for those still to adapt to whatever new life that awaited them. 
 
    The man now known as Sergeant Dan Powers had considered himself one of the luckier ones to pass through Statham Park. Having lost his left arm below the elbow, he was officially classified as having received a life changing injury. It was true that a period of adjustment had been necessary, both physically and mentally, but compared to the wounds that some of his comrades had endured, he considered the ordeal little more than a minor inconvenience. 
 
    Leaving his car on the visitor’s parking lot, Jacob walked between two freshly mowed lawns, the smell of cut grass tinged with the scent of honeysuckle. Up ahead, the path curved around a great oval shaped flowerbed awash with the colors of high summer. The idyllic scene was made perfect by a brilliant azure sky and a gentle breeze that brushed his cheek as he strolled along. It was almost possible to forget that there was a war on. Almost.  
 
    Making his way towards the manor’s main entrance, he nodded a greeting to a pair of inmates seated on a bench. One seemed not to notice; the other attempted a cheery wave, his arm jerking mechanically back and forth. “Sorry about that,” he said. “The servos still need a bit of adjustment.” 
 
    “Not to worry,” said Jacob politely. “I’m sure they’ll get you sorted out.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what they keep telling me. If you think this is bad, you should see me trying to shave. As you might imagine, they don’t let me loose with a straight razor. I can’t say that I blame them, either. Lord knows how many throats I might inadvertently cut.” He waved the arm in front of his face a few times and shook his head in resignation. “I wonder what the record is for throats cut in the shortest possible time. Any ideas?” 
 
    “None at all, I’m afraid,” said Jacob. 
 
    “Me neither, though with things as they are, I don’t think I could guarantee to sever an artery at the first attempt. Would a small nick count, do you think?” 
 
    “I suppose it might.” 
 
    “Well you’d be wrong. But like you say, not to worry.” Then the man turned to his friend. “Come on, Howie, time for some chow.” Looking up with sightless eyes, Howie placed a hand on his compatriot’s mechanical arm and together the pair meandered off along one of the paths. 
 
    Momentarily distracted from his purpose, Jacob watched the pair disappear around the corner of the building. He wondered vaguely if Statham Park was intended as a place for the injured to hide away or a place to hide away the injured, at least until they and society were ready to face each other once again. It was a question he couldn’t answer, and on reflection, one that he wished he hadn’t asked of himself. Though ostensibly his enemies, the men and women recovering in this facility had most likely served the Alliance faithfully and well, and in doing so had paid a heavy price. Not the ultimate price, to be sure, but in some ways a penalty even heavier – one that most would have to carry around with them until their dying days. 
 
    The courage of the battlefield was mostly impulsive, instinctive. In the frenzied heat of combat, amidst all the shock and horror, it rose up from within, empowering the ordinary soldier to perform extraordinary deeds – and all without forethought or fear of consequences. In this way heroes were born and their feats became legend. They were the infantryman remaining at his post to fight a hopeless rearguard action, the medic dashing into no man’s land under fire to save a fallen comrade, the solitary grenadier charging the enemy guns… 
 
    They spawned tales of glory, tales to inspire and astound; tales to cause lesser mortals to stand in awe. That such exploits were often fatal to the perpetrator merely added to the appeal. Citations would follow and dead or alive, the hero would find his or her acts of courage recorded in the annals of regimental history. 
 
    The inmates of Statham Park would require a different kind of courage: it would not be impulsive or fleeting. It would be called for on a daily basis until their injuries – both to body and mind – had either been overcome or simply accepted as part of the new order.  
 
    And after giving so much, would they not have earned the opportunity for a second chance at life – a fair chance, an even chance, one given out of recognition and respect rather than compassion and sympathy. 
 
    Sympathy was the last thing Dan Powers had been looking for. He’d had little need for compassion either. Retribution seemed to be the name of the game but appearances could be deceptive, as could everything else about the man, despite what Goss preferred to believe. And that was why Jacob was here; Powers might be the real deal and he might not. Either way, Jacob would keep digging until he hit either pay dirt or rock bottom. 
 
    A generation previously, a flight of exquisitely chiseled stone steps led up to the main entrance of Statham Hall. The centre portion still remained – a testament to the skills of the stonemason perhaps – but the outer sections had been replaced by wheelchair-friendly ramps. Jacob eschewed the stairs and made his way up the left hand ramp to the entrance. As he approached, the doors swished open and Jacob stepped inside to find himself in a large, airy lobby, at the far end of which stood the reception desk. 
 
    “I wonder if you can help me,” said Jacob, approaching the desk. 
 
    “If I can,” said the woman behind the counter.  
 
    “I’m trying to track someone down – an old shipmate. I heard he might still be here.” 
 
    “I can check the register if you like. What’s the name?” 
 
    “To tell the truth I’m not exactly sure. Powers, I think. We only served together for a short time, you see.” 
 
    “First name?” 
 
    “Dan... Daniel, I guess.”   
 
     “I see…. Give me a second and I’ll run a check. Powers… Powers…” She tapped away at the console for a few seconds and then gave her head a shake. “I’m sorry. There’s no-one of that name here at the present time. Do you know when was he admitted?” 
 
    “Two or three months ago, I guess. We were on a freighter called the Maximilian. Ran into a spot of bother and… well, you know…” Jacob lowered his gaze, a pained, almost apologetic expression on his face. It was a look that the receptionist knew well, the look that told her that the man in front of her had likely seen things that he could never forget. Jacob hadn’t, but he’d endured enough personal loss to know how to play the part. “I didn’t know him well, you see. I was just a passenger. Only three of us survived – three out of twenty seven – and I wouldn’t had made it either if Dan hadn’t come back for me. We were on our way to the escape pods when there was an almighty explosion, and that’s the last thing I remember until I woke up on the rescue ship. By that time, Dan had been transferred to a med-evac and I‘ve been trying to catch up with him ever since.” 
 
    “Can’t the fleet help?” 
 
    “No,” said Jacob. “There’s a security blanket over the whole affair. Only to be expected, I suppose. The only thing I have is this...” He took a photograph from his inside pocket. It showed Jacob and Dan Powers sitting together at a table in the mess of the Maximilian. It was a fake, of course, but expertly rendered. 
 
    “Can I see?” asked the receptionist. 
 
    “Sure,” said Jacob, handing over the print. 
 
    “You know, I think I have seen him before. It’s been a while, though. I can check through the releases if you like.” 
 
    “Do you mind?” 
 
    “No, not at all. It’ll only take a minute, but I’m afraid I won’t be able to tell you where he went from here.” 
 
    “Not to worry,” said Jacob. “It’ll be a start, anyway.” 
 
    “Okaaay…” she said, returning to the console. “That’s funny… the only Powers we have on record was discharged eighteen months ago.” 
 
    “Can’t be him,” said Jacob. “I suppose I might have got the name wrong.” 
 
    “Who you looking for?” asked a passing medical technician. 
 
    “The man in the picture,” said the receptionist, holding up the print. “His old shipmate.” 
 
    “Let’s have a look,” said the tech. “Oh, yeah, I remember him. One of mine, a lower arm amputee. Cybernetic implants didn’t take. He’s off somewhere undergoing gene therapy if I remember correctly.” 
 
    “Do you have a name?” 
 
    “Carter… something like that. No, no… Carver, was it? Yes, that’s it, Carver. He was a major in the marines. A fighter, one of the strong ones, and a complete pain the butt – never stopped grousing the whole time he was here.” 
 
    “Carver?” said Jacob. 
 
    “No mistake,” said the technician. “I remember him well. He couldn’t wait to get through rehab and back into service.” 
 
    “Carver, you say?” the receptionist, tapping at her keyboard. “Got him.” She swiveled the screen for Jacob to see. “Is this your man?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s him,” said Jacob, staring at the image of Dan Powers, resplendent in the uniform of a major of marines. “Not quite sure where I got the name Powers from.” 
 
    “Well, that’s who he was. No idea where he is now, of course, but if it’s of any help, he’ll probably be back here again sometime in the future. If you want to leave a message, we’ll pass it on to him.” 
 
    “If you’re sure it’s no trouble,” said Jacob. 
 
    “None at all,” said the receptionist. Fishing inside a drawer, she pulled out an envelope and paper and passed them over. Jacob quickly wrote a short message, pushed it inside the envelope and sealed the flap. 
 
    “Who shall I say it’s from,” asked the receptionist. 
 
    “Tell him it’s from a friend,” said Jacob, “A friend from the Maximilian. He’ll know.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Jacob was back in his car and heading along Route 42 towards Tycho City. Engaging automatic mode, he settled back in his seat and gazed at the passing scenery through the side widow. The chimney stacks that had once rendered Statham Park undesirable had long since been replaced by air filtration units and catalytic converters. Removing the noxious gasses, dust and grime from the atmosphere had made the air easier to breathe and restored much of the view into the bargain. The forty minute ride back to the city would now give Jacob time to assess the situation and decide upon his best course of action. 
 
    So, Staff Sergeant Powers – alias Major Carver – had been a plant all along, and deep down, Jacob had known it all along. It was more than simple suspicion; it was an instinct for the truth that had served him well over the years. And now the truth was his, but how much satisfaction he could derive from the revelation remained to be seen.   
 
    The question uppermost in his mind was how much damage Powers might have done to his operation. How much of his cell’s inner workings had he and his Alliance masters been able to discover? 
 
    True to his self made protocols, Jacob had kept Powers at a very safe distance. Neither Jacob nor any of his operatives had revealed their faces. Voices, yes, which meant that they would need stay away from the Blue Goose, Lazy Sue’s and all their other haunts over on the east side, at least for the time being. It was unfortunate, because the east side was as fertile a place as any for gathering information and recruiting assets. But the Alliance counter intelligence apparatus would know that just as well as Jacob. It would hinder the cell’s operations in the short to middle term – something that would be sure to infuriate the ever enthusiastic Goss – but that was beyond the control of either of them. 
 
    And apart from that, what else was there..? In all honesty, little of any real consequence. Jan Godoy had spoken to Powers but with his usual adroitness, he’d distanced himself from any acts of overt treachery. Tom Brady was more implicit but he was safely back in Combine space. The only other thing was the apartment leased to Powers, but that couldn’t be traced back to anyone within the cell. 
 
    Jacob ran things through his mind a final time. Was there anything he’d overlooked? Anything at all that could connect Powers to any of his small group? No, he decided. No there wasn’t. So where did they go from here? 
 
    Eliminate Powers? It would be easy enough; pay some street hood to stake out the Blue Goose, wait for Powers to show up, follow him outside and then take him out. Properly orchestrated, it would appear no more than one of many such incidents over on the east side; most likely a mugging gone wrong or an argument over a wager. The police would make their enquiries but with little evidence and no witnesses, the incident would soon be shelved. And that would be that. Except that Brigadier Faulkner would know. He’d be behind it all and he would know, or at least suspect the real reason for Powers’ demise, and that could have unforeseen consequences.  
 
    No, better to simply break contact and leave Powers hanging than infuriate his adversaries and stir them into a vengeful frenzy. It was enough that Jacob had discovered the ploy. Eventually, Faulkner would realize it too and then he and Jacob would move their pieces around the board once more and the game would begin afresh, but without Powers, of course, whose usefulness as a counter intelligence agent on Tycho would now be at an end. Well, the man was still a marine – he could just return to doing whatever it was that marines did best. 
 
    There was, of course, another vital point to consider. What of the intelligence that Powers had delivered to date? Much of it would be chicken feed, of course – low level data which, true or false, would not affect the Combine’s prosecution of the war. But interspersed amongst the trivial had been the occasional snippet of high value intelligence. Given Powers’ status as a double, some of this would no doubt have been genuine, given simply to prove Powers’ reliability and worth. As for the rest, it would have been disinformation, which was of course Powers’ whole reason for being – to transmit false data designed to mislead, confuse and confound. The Alliance would have maintained a careful balance between the two, but how to tell one from the other? Jacob had no way of knowing – it was a call that his masters in Tarsus Centre would have to make. All Jacob knew was that those same masters had been so delighted with the intelligence Powers had provided that they’d granted him an Alpha 3 rating. It was true that he’d supplied information that had since been verified by other sources, and even given the location of a whole bank warp disrupters previously unknown to Combine intelligence. But high value intel or no, an Alpha 3 rating was not something Jacob would have granted so readily. 
 
    And what of the most recent of Powers’ revelations, the proposed route of an Alliance courier through Combine space? Why plant that idea in the head of their enemies? As far as he was aware, the Alliance was still unable to communicate directly with the NT. Perhaps a courier was the only way, and if true, what would be the cargo? Technology? A negotiator, perhaps? Something important, definitely. And if it was that important, the Combine would no doubt be expecting such an incursion. Perhaps it was an attempt to draw Combine patrols away from the real route.  But how likely was that? Despite the miracle of warp travel, Combine space was still immense. There were literally thousands of possible pathways through to the other side. Why draw attention to just one, and in any case, why advertise the existence of a courier at all? What could the Alliance possibly have to gain? 
 
    Unless, of course… it was their intention all along that the courier be intercepted… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27:  Relieved of Duty 
 
    Redmayne sat back in his armchair and rubbed his eyes. He’d been feeling under the weather all day long; nothing he could put his finger on – he just felt completely out of sorts, not quite… with it. 
 
    In the days since coming home from hospital, Ellen had looked after his every need like the loving, caring wife she’d always been. She’d spoiled him, really, allowing him to relax with his feet up while she got on with running the household. The only time she’d taxed him was late at night when the lights were turned off. The exertions had been worthwhile and he allowed himself the notion that Ellen thought so too. The previous night he’d drifted off to sleep wondering if their labors might bear fruit in the coming months, perhaps culminating in the patter of tiny feet, the sound of the next generation of Redmaynes echoing through their home. 
 
    Then he’d woken up this morning feeling uneasy, almost confused. He sat up with a start, as if waking from an unpleasant dream. It took him a few minutes to gather his senses, after which he spent half an hour just gazing out over the woods visible from their bedroom window. Ellen had coaxed him back to bed but sleep hadn’t come and he tossed and turned fitfully. Later that morning, Ellen telephoned Dr. Sanders who assured them that it was just another part of the healing process – disconcerting but nothing more. 
 
    Redmayne got to his feet and gazed at the picture above the mantelpiece in his living room. A pair of shire horses was pulling a hay cart along a farm track, a farmer with pitchfork slung over one shoulder leading the horse by the halter. In the background was a thatched cottage, a mill pond with a family of ducks lying close by. It was a typical period print, pleasing to the eye and in keeping with the tone of the room. But to Redmayne it seemed somehow odd, out of place. He had a foggy recollection of another picture in another room… a room with a leather sofa, a high wing backed chair and a window overlooking a city street. He was still fumbling for the image when his wife breezed into the room bearing a tray with two cups. 
 
    “Coffee,” she said, handing one cup over. “Oh, by the way, I bumped into Barney this morning. He said he might call round after work tonight. Is that OK?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Redmayne, sitting back down in the armchair and sipping his drink. “No problem.” 
 
    “He said everyone at the office is has been asking about you. They all send their best wishes and they’re looking forward to seeing you again. And someone called Melissa is getting married.” 
 
    “Melissa?” said Redmayne. He was swaying slightly on the chair. 
 
    “Melissa Gray, I think he said. She’s marrying a guy from City Hall. She’s–” 
 
    She stopped as Redmayne’s head started to droop. As it did so, she reached over to take the cup from his hand before it fell to the floor. She watched him struggle for a moment before he slumped back into the chair. Lifting one of Redmayne’s eyelids, she saw the eyeball roll back in its socket. Satisfied, she pulled out her communicator. 
 
    “He’s out,” she said. 
 
    “Roger. We’re on our way.” 
 
    Lieutenant Donavon switched off the device and began to make mental notes for her final report. She and Lt. Childs had already passed on the bulk of what they had learned from the Alliance major; some of it trivial, some of it very revealing. She hoped it would be enough. Ideally, they would have spent more time with the subject – there was undoubtedly more that she and Childs could have coaxed out of him, but from the beginning they’d known that they were working within a very specific time frame. Apart from the operational considerations – which were paramount – the major’s implanted memory engrams would soon begin to degrade, after which his information would gradually become more and more unreliable. 
 
    She sat in the opposite chair and studied Redmayne as he slept. From the start, she’d known that he was just another job, one more mission with parameters and objectives decided for her by her superiors. As a proud and loyal officer, she had, as always, carried out her mission to the very best of her ability. But as professional as she was, it was difficult to dismiss the very real and very personal connection that she and Redmayne had made in their short time together. Since their first meeting, he’d been kind and appreciative of her care, and as he’d grown into his new surroundings, he’d proved to be an interesting, intriguing, and fun person to be around. Even Lt. Childs agreed on that. Then at the end of the day when the lights had been turned out, Redmayne had shown himself to be an energetic but tender lover, anxious both to please and to satisfy. One thing was for sure – not all men were made that way, whatever side of the border they came from. 
 
    Then the doorbell rang and brought her out of her reverie. On the way to the hallway she paused by Redmayne’s side and brushed his cheek with her fingers. 
 
    It was a pity that he was the enemy. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    The drive from Statham Park took in excess of two hours rather than the expected forty minutes. Half way back to Tycho City, traffic had gradually slowed and then come to a complete halt, the six southbound lanes all blocked with stationary vehicles, each separated by the regulation two meter spacing front, back, left and right. Like generations of drivers before him, all Jacob could do was curse his luck, sit back and wait for the congestion to clear, meanwhile wondering what might have caused the hold up to begin with. It was unlikely to have been a collision, for such incidents had been largely eliminated, consigned to the history books by ever more efficient artificial intelligences. Unfortunately, those same intelligences had been unable to prevent a multi-wheeler shedding its load of machine parts over the whole six lanes of Route 42 South. The AIs in every following vehicle had deemed the highway impassable brought their charges to a safe and timely halt. 
 
    By the time Jacob arrived at the offices of Rowe Enterprises, he was already tired and irritated – a state he was unaccustomed to even if it had been a very long day. He also found himself in need of the bathroom. Striding past Goss’s office, he noted that the door was open, with neither Goss nor Marten anywhere to be seen. It wasn’t unusual – Goss in particular worked to his own agenda, while Marten’s sole purpose in life seemed to be hanging onto his master’s coat tails. 
 
    Jacob first visited the restroom and then walked down the hall to his office. Pushing open the door, he was surprised to see Goss sitting behind his desk, apparently trying to access his personal terminal. Marten and Capper were both standing close by. 
 
    “Would someone like to tell me what’s going on?” said Jacob. 
 
    “I require a copy of the latest intelligence report from Sergeant Powers,” said Goss. “You were not here.” He managed to make it sound very much like an accusation. 
 
    “No, I wasn’t,” said Jacob, his irritation flaring. “I was following up a lead.” 
 
    “What kind of lead?” 
 
    “One relating to Powers, as it happens. But wherever I was, it doesn’t give you the right to walk into my office and access my personal terminal. Certainly not without my permission.” 
 
    “I think in this case, it does.” said Goss. 
 
    “And I think you forget your place.” 
 
    “With respect, I do not.” said Goss, rising to his feet. “Colonel Rowe, it is my duty to inform you that you are relieved of command – effective immediately.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?”  
 
    “You are relieved of your command, sir,” repeated Goss bluntly. 
 
    “By whose authority?” 
 
    “The orders come directly from Admiral Haspat’s office at Tarsus Centre.” 
 
    “Haspat? Since when has Haspat been involved in operations?” 
 
    “Admiral Haspat was promoted to Director of Operations three months ago. I imagine you would have been notified.” 
 
    “No, it must have slipped someone’s mind…” Three months ago? Just before you were posted to Tycho, thought Jacob. How’s that for a coincidence… 
 
    “If you’d care to check of your personal communications, I believe you’ll find an encoded message from Tarsus Centre confirming the orders,” said Goss, stepping away from the console. 
 
    Jacob replaced Goss in front of the screen, waiting until the other man was on the opposite side of the desk before entering his password, a pointless gesture, he soon realized, for there in his inbox was a message from ‘Cousin Robert’ one of several pseudonyms used by Tarsus Centre. He ran the innocuous looking message through the decoding software, and there it was: Relieved of duty with immediate effect… turn over any and all operational data to Major Goss… 
 
    “Admiral Haspat feels the intelligence division is in need of reorganization,” said Goss as Jacob looked up from the screen. “Over recent months there have been too many failures, especially here on Tycho. The loss of Agent Kingpin has been especially damaging.” 
 
    “I fail to see what the loss of Kingpin has to do with either me or this cell.” 
 
    “Call it a symptom of an overall malaise,” said Goss. “The admiral is concerned by the general lack of progress. Despite the number of agents in the field, we are still none the wiser as to the Alliance’s intentions. The admiral feels that you – and others – are no longer making best use of your resources.” 
 
    “No longer making best use of my resources?” Jacob almost laughed. “Since my intelligence sources are necessarily secret, I have to wonder how Admiral Haspat could have come to that conclusion.” 
 
    “I found it my duty to inform him,” said Goss candidly. “Part of my mission here was to assess the overall efficiency of this cell. I have found it lacking.” 
 
    “Is that a fact? And since when have either you or Haspat become experts in handling agents on Tycho?” 
 
    “I remind you once again of the orders specifying a period of maximum effort,” said Goss, ignoring the jibe. “Despite my objections, you have repeatedly failed to execute the orders as laid down – orders which were made for good reason. Did you not understand that it is vital to the future of the Combine that we utilize our assets to the full?” 
 
    “To the point that some of those assets are exposed?” 
 
    “Some sacrifices may well be inevitable. Is that not always the way in war, Colonel?” said Goss. “After all, our armed forces put themselves in harm’s way each and every day. Should we be any different?” 
 
    “No, we should not,” said Jacob, “but remember that operatives like Franklin,” and Powers, he might have added, “already are in harm’s way – each and every day. And while new ships can be built and recruits can be trained to order, deep cover agents are not so easily replaced.” 
 
    “Strange,” said Goss. “I would have thought that you of all people would have realized the meaning of sacrifice.” 
 
    “By which you mean?” 
 
    ‘I understand your family was lost at the beginning of the conflict.” 
 
    “They were murdered by the Alliance – I’d hardly call it a sacrifice.” 
 
    “Murdered? Perhaps… Perhaps not. The opening months of the exchange were vicious enough – I suppose it may well have been an Alliance raider. At the very least it’s conveniently plausible. Perhaps you’d be interested to know that my final thesis at the Braga Institute dealt with political decision making during the initial stages if the war.” 
 
    “Is that so?” said Jacob. 
 
    “During my research, I was allowed access to a number of documents dealing with the first phases of the conflict. One in particular dealt with the loss of the hyper-liner Sunrise on route to Sanda. I have to say, Colonel, that on studying the history of the era, I find it unlikely that the liner in question was destroyed by the Alliance. Far more likely was that the attack was ordered by the Combine high command, a decision made for purely political considerations. A necessary sacrifice, if you will. Forget the fact that the attack took place close to Sanda, out of range of all but the largest of Alliance militia vessels, all of which were accounted for at the time of the attack, I might add. Forget also that no distress call was made until the liner was under fire, apparently from a ship at very close range. Would a Combine flagged liner allow an Alliance gunship to get that close without a challenge? I think not. A Combine warship, on the other hand… Your family hailed from Minden, did it not?” 
 
    “It did,” said Jacob guardedly. 
 
    “Along with several other systems in the sector, Minden was at the time wavering between the Alliance and the Combine. My understanding is that it was deemed necessary to give some urgency to Minden’s decision making apparatus, and what better persuasion than the callous murder of innocent civilians by agents of the Alliance. Certainly, that is how it was made to appear, and while the official account may read differently, I doubt very much if the victims fell to Alliance guns. Regardless of who was responsible, Minden and her neighbors declared for the Combine a few weeks later, so it seems that the sacrifice was not in vain. Would you not agree?” 
 
    “You’re telling me that the Combine government deliberately destroyed a hyper-liner in order to bring Minden into the war on their side? Seriously?” 
 
    “Such as the Combine government was at the time, but yes. I imagine they saw it as the most cost effective strategy. Certainly, there are enough historical precedents. The needs of the many…” 
 
    “Outweigh the needs of the few…” 
 
    “Exactly. You should be proud. Their names are revered even now, so many years after the event, when so many of the dead have been forgotten, or at least reduced to mere statistics.” There was no hint of emotion in Goss’s words, just cold logic. 
 
    ‘A necessary sacrifice’… it was just a cheap synonym for the consigning of innocent people to their deaths. People died all the time, of course. The lucky ones died peacefully in their beds, victims of nothing more sinister than old age. The almost as lucky might be obliterated by a direct hit from a heavy caliber weapon – gone in the blink of an eye, or at least in a flash. The not so lucky died in a whole host of ways that didn’t bear much thinking on. 
 
    Jacob had never dwelled upon the subject of how his parents and siblings had met their end; whether they were amongst the ‘lucky’ ones who were killed outright, or amongst the not so lucky who lingered in some gruesome way. The only way that he could rationalize it was in the knowledge that by the time the news of their deaths had reached him, their suffering had been at an end. It was cold comfort, but comfort just the same. And then the slightly built, middle aged man had appeared at their memorial tablet and given Jacob’s life new purpose and meaning. But if Goss was right about the fate of the Sunrise, how was he to value that purpose? And as for meaning… 
 
    Jacob felt suddenly deflated. He’d given the best years of his life to the Combine cause – the very best years – only for it to come down to this – whatever this was. Perhaps he’d been in the game too long; perhaps it was indeed time for him to leave. The idea felt suddenly appealing. Would he really miss all of this? He decided he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t miss the stress, the constant strain of being on his guard each and every hour of the day. He wouldn’t miss Sgt. Powers or Major Carver or whatever his name was, and he certainly wouldn’t miss Goss. Whatever the truth, it was all beyond his control now. Orders were orders whether he liked them or not. “So what happens now?” 
 
    “In accordance with the instructions from Admiral Haspat, you are ordered to hand over any and all information pertaining to this cell – contacts, sources, access codes and action protocols.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Jacob, accessing the hard drive and disabling the security features one by one. “There. You’ll find everything you need.” There was surprisingly little – just a file for each contact, each containing the contact history along with the necessary protocols. 
 
    “If you’ll permit me?” said Goss, ushering Jacob aside and scrutinizing the monitor. As he scanned the contents of the drive, it seemed to Jacob that the man wore an expression of almost infantile glee. “Yes…” he murmured. “Everything seems in order. I take it there won’t be any further obstacles hidden deeper within the files?” 
 
    “No,” said Jacob. “All the security protocols have been removed. You will need to replace them with some of your own – something you should attend to sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I do have one question,” said Jacob. “What happens to Capper?” 
 
    “Capper now reports directly to me,” said Goss. 
 
    Jacob looked over at Capper who gave an almost imperceptible shrug, a deep frown lining his normally friendly face. So he knew nothing about this either. 
 
    “I imagine that this must all come as a surprise, Colonel. If you have any grievances, you may of course lodge them with Admiral Haspat’s office upon your return.” 
 
    “My return to where?” 
 
    “You are being recalled to Tarsus Centre,” said Goss, softening his tone. “Admiral Haspat feels it is now time for you to retire from front line service and return home to Tarsus.” 
 
    “Tarsus isn’t my home. It never has been.” 
 
    “Well, after your debrief, I’m sure you’ll be free to retire to whatever system you choose. Minden, perhaps? Think of it as a reward for many years of fine service. And after the final victory, perhaps even back here on Tycho. But for now, a courier will be leaving Tycho space dock this evening. You will be on it. Marten here will escort you.” 
 
    “I think I can manage on my own,” said Jacob. 
 
    “My orders are quite explicit, Colonel. Marten will accompany you to Tarsus. In fact, he is at your immediate disposal. I imagine there will be things for you to put in order before you leave. Marten will be happy to help out in any way he can.” Jacob looked over at Marten who nodded obligingly. 
 
    “Oh, one last thing, Colonel, I believe you said you were following a lead regarding Powers?” 
 
    “Yes, I was,” said Jacob, looking Goss squarely in the eye. He was duty bound to divulge everything he’d discovered at Statham Park, and a voice inside said it would be worth it just to see the look on the younger man’s face. Another voice reminded him that Goss had been sent here as part of his training – to learn his final lessons from the ‘master’. With a little persuasion from the two hundred seventy three lost souls from the Sunrise, the master decreed that some lessons were best learned the hard way. “Unfortunately, the lead turned out to be… a dead end.” 
 
    “I see... Well, since you have a ship to catch, I won’t detain you any longer. On behalf of Admiral Haspat, I thank you for your service here on Tycho and wish you a safe journey home.” He nodded to Marten who opened the door and stepped outside, holding the door for Jacob to follow. Jacob looked once from Goss to Marten. Goss’s expression said that the audience was over. Marten’s expression clearly suggested that it was time to leave. 
 
    Standing a few feet away, Capper’s face betrayed not the slightest emotion, but as he caught Jacob’s eye he raised a hand and stroked a finger behind his ear. It was one of the many signals they had developed over the years and its meaning was unmistakable. 
 
    Danger! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28:  One Last Hurrah 
 
    Tycho City 
 
    Jacob owned several properties in and around Tyco City – a legacy of his years at the helm of Rowe & Son. Sergeant Powers would have no doubt labeled him a war profiteer, a charge that Jacob would, in all honesty, have found very difficult to refute. True, he had never been directly involved in either the production or sale of arms, but vessels owned or chartered by Rowe & Son had shipped all manner of war cargo from one side of Alliance space to the other. From iron ore to missile guidance systems, from office chairs to battle tanks, they’d carried it all, and all for a handsome profit. And then Jacob had sold a majority share of Rowe & Son to the armaments board and immediately acquired more wealth than any man could reasonably expect to spend in one lifetime. 
 
    The irony that he was at the same time an agent of the Combine was not lost on him. An even larger irony was that his considerable personal wealth was now worth precisely nothing; unless, of course, the Combine was to overcome the Alliance and then Jacob was somehow allowed to return and claim his inheritance. 
 
    At present, he wouldn’t give odds of either happening. Capper’s danger signal had told him all he needed to know about the present situation. It was a signal only used in the most immediate and gravest of circumstances, signifying a threat that soldiers on the battlefield would refer to as ‘danger close’ – imminent, mortal danger. 
 
    It was a danger he’d one day expected to materialize in the form of an Alliance counter intelligence agent and not from one of his own. He could only wonder what Marten had been instructed to do, and just as importantly, where the orders had originated. He doubted if this was all Goss’s idea. It couldn’t be; Goss didn’t have the authority, though he was certainly arrogant enough. No, it would have to have come from higher up – Haspat, in all likelihood. But why? 
 
    Because! Jacob told himself. Haspat wanted results, and in his impatience he’d sent Goss the achiever to hurry things along, and at the same time look for signs of ineptitude or incompetence… or even treachery, he realized. And of course, Goss had made damned sure he found something. But right now the why was irrelevant. The only question on his mind now was whether Marten had been tasked with seeing Jacob safely off planet to whatever fate awaited him on Tarsus, or whether he’d been charged with pulling the trigger himself. 
 
    Right now, the two of them were en route to Jacob’s apartment on the top floor of the Niko Building, just a few kilometers from the offices of Rowe Enterprises. As their vehicle wound its way through the city traffic, Marten stared straight ahead, sitting with his arms folded. Jacob glanced once at the man’s jacket, wondering if he was carrying some kind of firearm. Jacob saw no telltale bulges in the material of the coat, but that meant nothing. Combine covert weapons were compact, easy to conceal and above all deadly. For his own part, Jacob seldom carried one; partly because he had rarely found the need, but mostly because of the complications that would arise if he were to be caught with one in his possession. 
 
    Considering Capper’s warning, Marten was sure to be carrying some kind of weapon. Even unarmed, he would be a difficult adversary to overcome. Jacob was trained in the art of self defense but the speed and strength of the younger man would surely tell. Jacob’s only hope was to make it as far as his apartment in one piece. Once there at least he’d have a fighting chance. 
 
    It was with no small relief that Jacob saw the Niko Building come into sight. A minute later, the car pulled off the road and entered the building’s parking lot. At this time of the day there were enough people around to make an immediate attempt on his life difficult. He was counting on Marten waiting until they’d reached the privacy of his home. 
 
    He got his wish. As the car drew to a halt, Marten stepped out and waited for Jacob to follow. Together they walked through the lobby, Jacob greeting the concierge as they passed by. From there, they took the public elevator to the thirty fifth floor, and thence the private elevator to Jacob’s apartment. Unlocking the front door, Jacob wondered if it might be his final act; if Marten wanted to shoot him in the back, it would be the perfect opportunity. Jacob involuntarily braced himself for a shot that never came. So far, so good.  
 
    Jacob had purchased the property from a retiring industrialist some fifteen years previously. Spacious and well appointed, it had – in addition to all the normal features – a small gymnasium, a well stocked bar and a home theatre. The apartment even had a gallery, within which hung Jacob’s pride and joy – a genuine Kostovich. 
 
    And there was one other feature; one that Jacob hoped would at least save the situation, if not his life. 
 
    “I suggest you pack,” said Marten. They were the first words he had spoken since leaving Rowe Enterprises. “A small suitcase will suffice.” 
 
    “I’m not going to get much of this in a small suitcase,” said Jacob, waving his arm at his surroundings. 
 
    “Everything will be looked after until arrangements can be made,” Marten assured him. “For now, an overnight bag.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Jacob. “The bedroom is this way.”  With unhurried steps, he made his way to the master bedroom, Marten following close behind. Entering the room, Jacob withdrew a small bag from a closet and laid it on the bed. He undid the fasteners and began filling it with everything the city gentleman might require for a night away from home. Sleepwear, a change of clothes and… 
 
    “Ah, my toiletries,” he said, turning away and ambling over to a different closet. 
 
    As Jacob opened the door, Marten’s hand slipped inside his jacket. Now, while his back is turned, he told himself. He wasn’t above shooting someone in the back in any case, but he was told to make it look like robbery. He’d half raised the pistol when – to his utter surprise – Jacob suddenly disappeared inside the closet. 
 
    “What the hell?” said Marten, striding over to the still open door. He arrived just in time to see a metal panel at the back of the closet slam shut with a heavy thud. 
 
    When Jacob had purchased the apartment all those years ago, he’d done so in anticipation of exercising in his new gymnasium, watching selected movies in his new theatre and stocking his new gallery with paintings, including his prized Kostovich, for even spymasters were entitled to their creature comforts. 
 
    The one feature Jacob had never envisaged using was the panic room which the previous owner had installed behind the row of bedroom closets. But, as the saying went, there was a time and a place for everything. 
 
    Darting through the opening at the back of the closet, he’d smashed his hand down on the large, red panic button just inside. Half a second later, the armored steel door slammed shut and that was that, unless Marten happened to be carrying some kind of high explosive charge.  He wasn’t, and as deadly as Combine covert side-arms were, they were not nearly powerful enough to penetrate the two and a half centimeters of armor plate. 
 
    The only thing left for Jacob to do was contact the authorities and say that there was an armed intruder on the premises. He estimated that the police would arrive sooner rather than later, which was one of the perks of living at such a prestigious address. In the event, a fast response team made it in less than ten minutes. 
 
    By that time, Marten was gone. He was now sitting in a coffee shop across the road, keeping a careful eye on the main entrance to the Niko Building. He had barely sat down when he heard the wail of the first sirens. Within seconds, a police wagon screeched to a halt and a dozen heavily armed officers swarmed into the main entrance. 
 
    By now, and to his chagrin, Goss was aware that things had not gone according to plan. Marten was supposed to have had terminated the target – Goss no longer regarded Jacob as anything else – as soon as the opportunity presented itself. For whatever reason, he’d dallied and had allowed the target to find sanctuary inside some damned safe room. Jacob had evidently suspected that their planned send off was not the retirement he’d had in mind. Goss wondered what might have tipped him off; maybe Marten had shown his hand in some way, or perhaps Jacob really had been guilty after all. No matter – it was unfortunate, but that was all. Jacob was hardly likely to divulge to the authorities the real reasons behind the incident; more likely he’d claim that it was a simple robbery. The police would poke around, eventually declare the area safe and then go about their business, leaving the target safe inside. But the target couldn’t stay in there forever. He’d have to come out sooner or later, and when he did, Goss would make sure that someone was waiting for him and this time, the shooter wouldn’t miss. 
 
    Safe in the panic room, Jacob waited patiently for the police to arrive. A monitor on the wall showed him exactly what was going on in the hallway outside the apartment. He’d observed Marten leave several minutes previously, almost immediately after the door to the panic room had slammed shut. Marten had half turned as he made his exit, the gun in his right hand plain to see. If Jacob had needed any further confirmation of his intended fate, there it was, staring him plainly in the face 
 
    Now he watched as a policeman clad in body armor cautiously approached the entrance to the apartment, his weapon raised and at the ready. He was followed closely behind by several more. Fanning out through the property, they eventually declared the apartment safe and the group’s leader was patched through to Jacob who was still sitting within the walls of his panic room. 
 
    “This is Sergeant Miller of Tycho City PD,” said the leader, removing his helmet and looking up at the security camera in the main hallway. “The apartment and surrounding areas are clear. It is safe to come out.” 
 
    By the time Jacob had emerged from his hideaway, the fast response team had been joined by two plain clothes officers. “Lieutenant Pierce,” said the senior of the two. “Are you all right, sir? Do you require any medical assistance?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” said Jacob, “A little shaken, but otherwise OK.” 
 
    “That’s only to be expected, given the circumstances. Could you tell us exactly what happened, sir? In as much detail as you can.” 
 
    “There’s really very little to tell, Lieutenant. I left my office at the usual time and returned home as normal. As I left my car, I was approached by a man who claimed to be armed, and would shoot me if I didn’t do exactly as he said.” 
 
    “And you believed him?” 
 
    “I didn’t see a gun, if that’s what you mean, but I thought it better to err on the side of caution.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Pierce. “And what did he instruct you to do?” 
 
    “To allow him into the apartment and to open the safe.” 
 
    “You have a safe on the premises, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s in the bedroom. Like the panic room, it’s hidden at the back of one of the closets. I got the impression he knew about the safe – where it was located, I mean. Luckily, he didn’t seem aware of the panic room. I was able to seal myself inside before he realized what was happening.” 
 
    “And then you called the police.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Jacob. “The assailant – whoever he was – then left straight away. I have some footage from the security camera, by the way. Perhaps it will be of use to you.” 
 
    “We’ll need to take a look at it,” said Lt. Pierce. “We’ll examine the footage from the ground floor lobby as well. With any luck, we’ll be able to get a positive ID. I take it the assailant was unknown to you?” 
 
    “I can’t say that I recall ever seeing him before.” 
 
    “Well, whoever it was, they appear to have done their homework on you – apart from that panic room of course. It’s fortunate that you had it at your disposal. You may well have had a lucky escape, Mr. Rowe.” 
 
    “So it would seem...” And luckier than you think… 
 
    “I’ll get forensics to dust for prints and in the meantime, Sergeant Kay here will take your statement. We’ll also need you to check to see if anything has been stolen. I doubt the perpetrator will so stupid as to return but I’ll see if we can get a member of the uniformed branch to stand duty in the lobby for a day or two.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that will be necessary, Lieutenant,” said Jacob. “As a matter of fact, I’m leaving on a business trip later this evening – if that’s all right with you, of course.” 
 
    “I don’t think it will be a problem,” said Pierce. “If you could leave us a contact number in case we need to get in touch with you?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And if I might make a suggestion, sir?” 
 
    “By all means,” said Jacob. 
 
    “With the greatest respect, sir, a man of your standing might wish to consider hiring some private security – to and from the office, that kind of thing. In the light of today’s incident, it might prove worthwhile.” 
 
    “Yes… I will certainly give it some thought,” said Jacob. “If nothing else, I think today has taught me that I’ve been taking too many things for granted. I’ll try not to make the same mistake again.” 
 
    An hour later, Marten was still sitting at his table in the coffee shop. By now he had several accomplices stationed at various locations around the perimeter of the Niko Building. They were hired enforcers belonging to an underworld group with whom the cell did occasional business. Discreet and professional, their services did not come cheaply, but the skills they possessed rarely did. They had the Niko Building locked down; even with outside help, Jacob would now find it very difficult to leave unseen. Every eventuality had been allowed for. All exits were covered. 
 
    Satisfied that the situation was now in hand, Marten gave up his coffee shop vigil and made his way out on to the street. By now, the sun was setting behind him, throwing shadows across the Niko Building standing opposite. Above the city, the first stars were appearing in the darkening sky. Also visible were the navigation lights of the commercial air traffic travelling back and forth over the city; flights in and out of the civil terminal at Loyola Field and still more from the heli-jet terminal south of the river. As Marten gazed upwards, one of those heli-jets broke from the circuit and descended towards him. Gradually losing speed, it came to a hover almost directly overhead. Then swiveling ninety degrees, it slid to the left and touched down gently on the roof of the Niko Building. 
 
    “Damn!” said Marten, realization dawning. He instinctively broke into a run, a run that immediately slowed back to a walk. Where exactly was he was running to? The only place to go was back up to the thirty fifth floor and then up to the helipad on the roof, but he hadn’t the faintest hope of getting there in time. In the event, he didn’t even make the building’s entrance. He was still searching for a gap in the traffic when the heli-jet once more ascended up into the night sky and disappeared off to the south-east. 
 
    Marten cursed once more. All exits had been covered – all except one. The only one that mattered. 
 
    Aboard the heli-jet, Jacob watched the Niko Building recede into the distance. His relief and exhilaration at making his escape was tinged with genuine sadness. His apartment at the top of the Niko was the one place he’d thought of as home. But it was home no longer; he could never go back there again, and neither could he risk seeking refuge in any of his other residences on Tycho. The pragmatist inside told him it was a small price to pay. 
 
    As soon as the police had completed their investigations, he’d made a call to the heli-jet terminal and chartered an immediate flight to Port Sinclair, some six hundred kilometers to the south. From there, he’d hire a car and drive a further hundred kilometers to the location of his bolt hole, a safe house known only to himself, a sanctuary out of reach of both the Alliance and the Combine. In the locker behind his seat was the overnight bag he’d prepared under the gaze of Marten. The only other additions to the bag had been his failsafe kit – various passports and credit cards under different names – and the Kostovich, for some things were just too precious to leave behind. 
 
    As the heli-jet sped south, Jacob knew that he was leaving far more behind than just his home; to all intents and purposes, he was leaving his whole world behind, his whole reason for being. And what did that say about the last thirty years? Had he been fighting the wrong battle all that time? Had he been fighting the wrong enemy? If so, how on earth was he to rationalize that? In a day full of ironies that would be the cruelest of them all. 
 
    The best and only thing to do with a notion like that was to brush it aside. Right or wrong, he’d picked his side and stuck by it. He’d fought the war as he’d fought his own battles, and all too often, his own demons. What else was a man to do? 
 
    And now? 
 
    As dusk gave way to darkness, he gazed down on the landscape below. Every pinprick of light was home to a citizen of the Alliance, each one of them harboring his or her very own bag of hopes and fears, dreams and aspirations. Jacob had never had very much time for hope, though the nature of his work had always guaranteed him his fair share of fears. The one concession he’d allowed himself was the notion that some day in the distant future, either when the war had ended or when he had retired from active service, he might retreat somewhere far from the front lines and live out the rest of his days in peace. 
 
    That option was still open; he had the contacts to slip off planet unseen and the means to begin life afresh, preferably on the most distant, remote rock in the Alliance. In many ways appealing, it was at the same time a distinctly unsatisfying prospect – almost as unsatisfying as was running for his life; running from a weasel like Goss… and from Admiral Haspat… and the entire Combine Empire. 
 
    Retirement? No… he wasn’t quite ready for that. Not yet. His old persona might be fast disappearing in the wake of the heli-jet, but somewhere out ahead of him a new one was beckoning. To his surprise, he found the prospect to be profoundly exhilarating. Marcus Rowe concluded that he was not yet finished with this war… or was it the case that the war was not finished with him? Either way, he still had a role to play. There was a balance to redress and a debt to be pay – preferably with interest. There was still time for one last hurrah. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29:  Blown 
 
    Combine Intelligence HQ, Tarsus 
 
    “Is the information genuine or is he a plant?” asked the Combine Chief of Staff. 
 
    “In our opinion, the information that we have extracted from Major Redmayne is genuine,” said the Combine Chief of Intelligence. “We believe the Alliance will launch a major offensive against Tarsus within the next fourteen days.” 
 
    “Your reasoning?” 
 
    “Firstly, we have been unable to break the encryption codes on the shipboard computer. Although we’ve managed to extract some partial information, a few fragments of ship names and bases – names which seem to match the major’s account – we have nothing of real substance. If the Alliance was seeking to deceive us by planting false information, it follows that they would want us to succeed in breaking the encryption. Not easily – they would make it necessarily difficult but in the end they’d want us to be able to do it. Otherwise there would be little point in the exercise – unless of course the Alliance considers it worth a man’s life simply to sow a few seeds of uncertainty. 
 
    “Secondly, the major has only a general outline of the operation against Tarsus. It is enough for us to formulate a defense strategy but again, if he was a plant, we would expect greater detail, especially regarding the timetable. They might even include something we could verify, something to sweeten the bait. If this is a deception, the Alliance intelligence services have gone to considerable effort to give us very little information. For these reasons, our counsel is that the information is genuine,” concluded the intel chief. 
 
    “And the data matches intelligence from other sources?” 
 
    “As expected, the Alliance have gone to great lengths to hide their intentions. Apart from all the normal security precautions, movement of personnel has been greatly restricted. This has limited access to many of our usual sources. However, the intelligence that we have been able to gather seems to support the major’s version of events.”  
 
    “And the code AP2755?” 
 
    “We don’t know, and neither does the major. It is obviously some kind of prearranged signal but what it refers to is a matter of conjecture.” 
 
    “Gentlemen?” said the general, addressing his staff. 
 
    “It would be better if we had the data from the ship’s computer,” replied his operations chief. Do we have an estimate on how long it would take?” 
 
    “It’s impossible to say,” said the Combine’s chief crypto-analyst. “The type of encryption they are utilizing is completely unknown. It could quite literally take years. What’s the time frame?” 
 
    “A day… thirty six hours at most.” 
 
    “You have twenty four hours,” said the general. After that, we sanitize his ship and send him on his way.” 
 
    “We’re letting him go?” 
 
    “It’s in our interests. It’s possible that the NT are expecting his arrival, in which case – if he fails to appear – they will conclude that he has been captured, interrogated and broken. In such circumstances, I’ve no doubt they would amend their plans and I would prefer that they didn’t. I believe it was Bonaparte who said, ‘Never interfere with your enemy when he’s making a mistake’.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Even with the element of surprise, an attack on Tarsus would be a formidable challenge. Without it, they cannot hope to succeed. Tarsus is too deep in our territory and by the time they launch their attack it will be too well defended. Withdraw the 11th carrier group, the 1st battleship division and the 4th and 17th battle-cruiser squadrons from their current positions immediately. I want them redeployed for the defense of Tarsus.” 
 
    “Will that be enough?” 
 
    “Yes. We only have to prevent the Alliance from linking up with the NT – that is our first and only consideration. With the addition of the carrier, battleship and battle-cruiser groups, we will have enough to stop them dead, after which they will have the choice of either retreating, or wearing themselves out on our defenses and retreating anyway. After that, we turn our attention to the NT, remove them from the board and then force the Alliance to a settlement. Victory, gentlemen, is within our grasp.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Fleet Liaison Office, Loyola Field, Tycho 
 
    “Sergeant Powers, there’s a call for you. It’s on an outside line.” 
 
    “I’ll take it at my desk,” said Powers. On an outside line? That meant Brigadier Faulkner or one of his messengers. 
 
    “Powers,” he said, picking up the receiver. 
 
    “Sergeant Powers,” said the caller. “It’s good to talk to you again. We met once before – perhaps you will remember?” 
 
    “Who is this?” said Powers, not recognizing the voice. 
 
    “You may know me as Jacob. If that fails to jog your memory, you may recall that last time we met, I said that I was tempted to put a bullet in the back of your head.” 
 
    “Goddammit, you’re taking one hell of a risk calling here,” said Powers, lowering his voice. 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Jacob. “Or perhaps not.” 
 
    “It’s not safe. You must know that. You are putting both of us in danger.” 
 
    “Oh, I rather doubt that,” said Jacob. “And I’m tempted to ask in danger from whom? It’s so difficult to know who to trust these days.” 
 
    “I’m not quite sure what you mean.” 
 
    “Oh, I think you do. Actually, if I may come straight to the point, I was hoping to speak to Major Carver.” 
 
     “Major Carver? I don’t know anyone of that name.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s too late for that, Major. Your secret is out, though I congratulate you on your efforts – you played the part of Sergeant Powers most admirably. A convincing performance, if I may say so, but now I think it’s time for the man who never existed to go into retirement.” 
 
    Powers had never had his cover blown before. It figured; it was something that generally happened only once, after which your usefulness in the field came to an end. As a general rule, being blown entailed things becoming either very exciting very quickly, or things becoming suddenly very quiet. The one thing Powers had never expected or envisaged was for his adversaries to ring him up and tell him all about it. 
 
    “Well then, it seems as though my performance wasn’t quite convincing enough. Is this what you’ve called to tell me?” 
 
    “In other circumstances, perhaps I might have considered it,” said Jacob. “And then again, maybe not. But I digress… It’s true that I had my suspicions from the very beginning. I told you as much, if you remember. However, you were able to persuade enough people on our side that you were genuine – enough people to make a real impact.” 
 
    “Well, that’s nice to know.” 
 
    “Enough people that now, in a roundabout way, you have managed to achieve your mission objectives.” 
 
    “And now I don’t follow you,” said Powers, genuinely puzzled. 
 
    “Let me tell you what I think,” said Jacob. “I believe one of our informers – for the time being I won’t say who – was caught, broken, and enough information was extracted to make the infiltration of our cell a viable prospect, to which end Brigadier Faulkner recruited you to act the part of a disaffected serviceman and go fishing out on the east side. Am I right so far?” 
 
    “You seem to have all the answers. Who am I to argue?” 
 
    “I shall take that as a yes. I witnessed one of your performances, by the way. I have to say you were quite compelling, and as I said, you were able to persuade enough of my colleagues that you were the genuine article.” There was something about the way he said ‘colleagues’ – the disdain in the man’s voice – that made Powers sit up and take note. “Despite my repeated warnings, those same colleagues still very much believe in Sergeant Powers. In fact, they’ve seen fit to grant him an Alpha 3 rating, and believe me when I tell you there are few ratings higher than that.” 
 
    “You say they still believe?” 
 
    “That is correct,” said Jacob. “I could enlighten them, of course, but recent developments have caused me to… how shall I say… take stock of my situation.” 
 
    “Go on,” said Powers. 
 
    “For various reasons, I find my position within the Combine intelligence services untenable. As a consequence, I wish to seek asylum within the Alliance.” 
 
    “Really? Just like that?” 
 
    “Yes, Major. I wish I wish to defect. I would ask you to contact Brigadier Faulkner and forward my request. I believe I’m in possession of quite enough information to make it worth his while. If he will guarantee my safely, I am prepared surrender myself at a time and place of his convenience.” 
 
    “And if he refuses?” 
 
    “Then I shall simply disappear, and you and the Combine can continue the conflict without me.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Powers. “I’ll get in touch with him and forward your request. Perhaps you could call again in say… twenty four hours?” 
 
    “Let’s make it forty eight. There are a few things I need to put in order first.” 
 
    “OK. I’ll be waiting,” said Powers. And then the line went dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30:  The End of the Line 
 
    Combine fleet transport. 
 
    “Gently does it,” said the sergeant as he and two of his men lowered the unconscious Major Redmayne into the pilot’s seat of the Raven. As the other two left, the sergeant fastened the major’s straps and then initiated the Raven’s start-up sequence – not that there was much left to be brought back on line. Propulsion was wrecked, as were communications and navigation. Main and auxiliary power were gone. All that was left were a few amps in the batteries. It might be enough to power life support for a few hours – if the machinery held out for that long. 
 
    His work complete, the sergeant gave the major a gentle pat on the shoulder. “So long, buddy,” he said without malice. Then he turned and left. 
 
    The Raven was sitting in the hangar of a Combine fleet transport travelling at point three light speed towards the Northern Territory border. The sergeant closed the Raven’s hatch and left the hangar deck, sealing the doors as he did so. He travelled the short distance up to the control room overlooking the hangar and made his final visual inspection. 
 
    “Hangar deck secure,” he said. “Initiating decompression sequence.” 
 
    As the pressure in the hangar fell to zero, the hangar’s outer doors opened to reveal the vastness of empty space beyond. In the control room, a boom operator deftly worked at his controls, gently pushing the Raven out into the void. She held almost perfect formation with the transport until several jets of vapor suddenly escaped from one of her damaged conduits. The reaction pushed her onto her back and away into the darkness. 
 
    “The package is away,” said the sergeant, hoping the contents of the package wouldn’t cause him too many bad dreams. Shortly after, the transport fired her braking thrusters and turned away, heading back into Combine space. 
 
    Three light days behind them, a Combine frigate detonated a pair of anti-matter mines. If anyone was looking this way they’d see the blast… and in the course of time they’d see the Raven emerging from the same direction. They’d do the math and conclude that the Raven had hit a mine on the edges of Combine space, dropped out of warp and completed the journey at sub-light speed. 
 
    The major would not survive, but even he would have been the first to admit that all is fair in love and war.  
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Fleet Liaison Office, Loyola Field 
 
    “We’ll be sorry to lose you,” said the fatherly lieutenant commander. “I know you never really settled here and I wish we could have done more to make you feel at home. I hope you find whatever you are looking for in your next posting.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” said Powers, shaking the proffered hand. “But I think I should be the one to apologize. I know I haven’t been the best of company these past few months. It was… something I had to work out of my system.” 
 
    “I quite understand,” said the commander. “The war takes its toll on all of us. Anyway, I wish you well. Good luck, Sergeant.” 
 
    “And you, sir,” said Powers. He took a last look around the fleet liaison office and made his way off to the exit and the waiting car. He was only slightly surprised to see Brigadier Faulkner waiting in the back. 
 
    “Well then, Major,” said Faulkner. “Mission accomplished. I take it you have no objections to being posted out of the liaison office?” 
 
    “None at all, sir.  Do I have you to thank for that?” 
 
    “You do indeed, Major. It’s in my own interests, of course. You are far too useful for us to leave you ‘shuffling papers around all day’, as you put it.” 
 
    Powers nodded. “In truth, I don’t suppose I’ll miss the place very much. Some of the staffers, yes. They’re a good bunch. It was a pity I had to keep them at arm’s length.” 
 
    “Goes with the territory, Major, and I can’t promise that your next job won’t be much the same. However, for the time being, you are ordered to take some leave. It’s time you got those cybernetic implants sorted out. I think we owe you that much.” 
 
    “Understood, sir. I’ll be grateful for that, though I have to admit I’ve grown quite attached to my old friend, here.” He twanged a rubber finger for old time’s sake. 
 
    “Well I don’t expect they’ll ask you to give it back. You can keep it for posterity, or the next time we ask you to play a disaffected serviceman.” 
 
    “Not sure the same ruse would work twice, sir.” 
 
    “Probably not – at least, not here on Tycho. By the way, you may be interested to know that Jacob’s request for asylum had been granted.” 
 
    “I imagined it would be… Forgive my suspicious nature, sir, but did it cross your mind that he might be trying to deceive us in the same way that we tried to deceive them?” 
 
    “A triple bluff to counter our double bluff?” 
 
    “Something like that, sir.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s possible, but he’s made it clear that this will be a one way ticket. He can’t go back, which will make it difficult for him to play the double agent. Either way, we’ll find out at his debrief, which is something he is unlikely to enjoy very much. If he’s hiding something, we’ll find it.” 
 
    “And if he is on the level…” 
 
    “Then who knows what kind of treasure he might be able to give us. If all goes to plan, he’ll come in during the next twenty four hours. And then we’ll know soon enough.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Before Jacob surrendered himself to Brigadier Faulkner, there was one last task for him to perform. It was a matter of principle – a matter of honor. 
 
    Such concepts would no doubt be lost on Goss, Marten and maybe even on their masters at Tarsus Centre. They would doubtless think their reasoning sound, for honor and principle alone rarely won wars. Ruthlessness with a sprinkling of savagery was a far more potent weapon. 
 
    Perhaps all the various players in the game were but products of their time. For Goss and Marten, born into conflict, theirs was a total war, where ultimate victory was the one and only concern. 
 
    Jacob and Capper would consider themselves more of the ‘old school’, men for whom principle and honor had to mean something, even in their darkest hours – especially in their darkest hours – and even after decades of conflict. If not, then for what were they fighting, and what kind of universe would await them once the killing and dying had come to an end? Would a policy of ruthlessness still rule the day in times of peace? 
 
    In a very short while, the world would come crashing down about Goss’s head – and the heads of many others besides. Jacob wondered if he himself would survive the storm. Would Faulkner and his political masters respect their promise of amnesty? It all came back to principle and honor.  
 
     For his part, Capper deserved a far better fate than the one that lay in store for him if he remained at his post. He had earned a long and peaceful retirement. Jacob would do his best to ensure that he received his just rewards. In the end, all it would take was one simple signal: ‘Silverback’ – a code word that would tell Capper that his cover was catastrophically blown. Then like Jacob, Capper would flee straight to his bolt-hole. There he would find the means to make his escape and the financial resources to start a new life wherever he wanted. It was the least Jacob could do for his old comrade. 
 
    As for Goss, well… he might also make an escape – if he was quick enough, if he was lucky enough. He was good; Jacob had to admit that much. But if he dallied – as Marten had dallied when he he’d had that gun in his hand – he’d likely find himself swinging at the end of a rope, and sooner rather than later. 
 
    After a brief reflection, Jacob decided that it was something he could live with.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31:  End Game 
 
    Trinity Base, Tycho 
 
    If there was one thing that a commander could positively rely on, it was the fact that his carefully laid battle plans would not survive contact with the enemy. No matter how detailed or meticulous the planning, no matter how many contingencies were allowed for, once hostilities began, something or someone would conspire to throw the plans awry or – in the worst case scenario – into complete disarray. 
 
     The enemy might prove to be more stubborn than anticipated. Conversely, they might run away. Someone might engage in an action so heroic as to swing the battle in their favor; another might falter at a critical moment. All things were possible. 
 
    Once the battle had strayed from the prepared script, all the Commander in Chief could do was trust in his corps commanders, who would in turn trust in their divisional chiefs, and so on down the chain of command until you reached the men who fought on the front lines – officers and enlisted men alike. You trusted in their training, trusted in their discipline, and trusted that they would keep the faith. 
 
    With the Alliance offensive scheduled to begin in twelve hours, Torrance had exactly that long before his own well laid plans began to unravel. The trick, of course, was to ensure that your enemy’s plans unraveled faster and more completely than your own. 
 
    And that brought you back full circle to preparation and planning, which necessarily involved whole departments of people. You gathered around you the ablest men and listened to their counsel, delegating to a trusted few but always leading, always guiding. The decision making process might be a co-operative enterprise but in the end it was the Commander in Chief whose signature finally made those orders law. 
 
    It was the consequences of those orders that presently occupied Torrance’s mind as he paced the courtyard within his headquarters, the gravel beneath his feet making a strangely reassuring sound as he rounded the perimeter in the gathering dusk.  
 
    Even as he walked, divisions of fighting ships were gathering at their assembly points, thousands upon thousands of sailors and marines all preparing their vessels for combat, sealing bulkheads, testing shields and priming weapons. And as they busied themselves, each crewman and woman would be lost in their own private thoughts as they waited for the ordeal to begin. 
 
    Torrance had been there himself and knew at first hand the thoughts that would be going through their minds. What would it be like? How would they stand up to the stresses of battle? How would they shape up under fire? Some might even wonder if they would still be alive come morning. The fortunes of war dictated that some of them wouldn’t, but from fighting admiral to lowly private they had all been granted the same chance – a fighting chance, a soldier’s chance. 
 
    All save one. 
 
    Aside from a marine guard who stood a discreet distance away, the courtyard was now deserted – in part due to the fact that many of the officers based at Trinity were now deployed with the fleet, and partly in deference to that ancient tradition that granted the senior officer the right to pace his quarter deck in privacy. The courtyard was a far cry from the sailing ships of old, but traditions had their own way of evolving. 
 
     Torrance paused to glance up at the darkening sky. One of the first stars to flicker into life was Mikata, an intense, blue star some twenty five light years distant. It was from Mikata that the first wave of Intruders would cross the border, taking out the disrupters and paving the way for the formations of battle wagons which would cross the void and batter the Combine defenses, the heavies in turn making way for the squadrons of cruisers and carriers on whose success would depend the outcome of the whole battle. In his mind’s eye, Torrance could picture every ship in the group, knew it by name, class, capability and officer commanding. Allowing the images to rotate through his mind, he turned his back on the distant pinprick of light and made his way back indoors. There was little more he could do tonight and he should take the chance to sleep while he still could. Once battle was joined there would be little enough. 
 
    There was, however, one final matter for him to attend to before he turned in – a briefing with Brigadier Faulkner. Making his way to the duty desk, he summoned a car to ferry him over to Fleet Intel on the far side of the base. Fifteen minutes later, he was shown into the office where both Brigadier Faulkner and Admiral Tarr were waiting. Both men rose as Torrance entered the room. 
 
    “Good evening, General. How goes the war?” inquired Tarr, as Torrance sat down facing the other two men on one of the leather sofas in the center of the room.  
 
    “I was hoping that Intelligence might have the answer to that question,” said Torrance with mock humor. “Any news from reconnaissance?” 
 
    “Our Intruders report a considerable strengthening of Combine border fortifications in the Tarsus sector,” said Faulkner. “Long range scans indicate that they are also setting up a new defensive line behind the border forts.” 
 
    “Make up?” 
 
    “A mixture of mines, warp disrupters and static defense platforms.” 
 
    “And the Yao sector?” 
 
    “Some strengthening of border defenses, but in line with most of the other forward sectors. The latest estimates have already been forwarded to the fleet.” 
 
    “If they are strengthening the Tarsus sector to that extent, that’s where they most fear an attack. Any indication as to their fleet deployments?” 
 
    “They’re too far out of range to make an accurate assessment.” 
 
    “Wherever they are, they’ll fight a defensive action,” said Torrance. “They’ll stay out of sight until we cross the border.” 
 
    “And then we’ll know soon enough,” said Tarr flatly. 
 
    “I take it there is no news of the Raven,” said Torrance. 
 
    “None,” said Faulkner. “Though I never really expected any. We won’t know if the operation has been successful until the assault begins tomorrow.” 
 
    “So we can’t even be sure that Redmayne was intercepted by the Combine?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You know, a part of me actually hopes that he made it all the way across.” 
 
    “Does it still trouble you?” asked Tarr. 
 
    “That we sent a man out with the intention that he would be captured?” said Torrance. “Yes, it does trouble me. I’m not ashamed to admit it. In fact, I’d be ashamed if it didn’t. But if you ask me if I’d do the same again tomorrow, then yes, I would.” 
 
    “Good for you,” said Tarr. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, General. Redmayne volunteered for a job that he knew would be extremely hazardous. If we’d told him the truth about the mission, I believe he would have strapped himself in and gone off just the same.”  
 
    “Though the whole point of the operation was that he shouldn’t know,” said Faulkner. “Redmayne believed that his ship’s data banks held details of the Alliance order of battle.” 
 
    “Whereas all they really contained were large chunks random data, dispersed with a few decipherable fragments to pique the enemy’s interest,” said Tarr. 
 
    “And in his head he carried–” 
 
    “What we put there. Or rather, what we encouraged him to work out for himself. We never implicitly said there would be an attack on Tarsus – it’s simply what the evidence of his own eyes told him. In an interrogation, the difference will work in our favor.” 
 
    ‘In an interrogation’, thought Torrance, wondering what that might entail.  
 
    “I suppose the irony is that if the Combine had blocked our communications just a little earlier, we would have been praying for Redmayne to make it safely across,” said Torrance. “One week earlier and he really would have been carrying our battle plans.” 
 
     “Very true,” said Faulkner. “But if Redmayne has made it across, at least he can reaffirm that the attack will commence on schedule.” 
 
    “And if not, if the Combine is persuaded to transfer just a single division to the Tarsus sector, the operation will have been a success. It will be enough to give us the edge.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll know soon enough,” said Tarr. 
 
    “Brigadier,” said Torrance. “If it’s not in breach if operational security, can I enquire how you gave the Combine Redmayne’s route through enemy space? Something tells me that it wouldn’t have been through Commander Franklin.” 
 
    “You are correct, General,” said Faulkner. “We couldn’t consider using Franklin. It would have been the simplest method but Franklin had never had access to such high level intelligence. His handlers would surely have known that. True, he passed on Stewart’s knowledge of Blowpipe and Divisive, but in that instance he was but the messenger. The Blowpipe/Divisive file carried Admiral Stewart’s call sign. 
 
    “We had another agent in place – one who was in a position to feed the Combine all the necessary data. Following the arrest of Franklin, we had one of our operatives pose as a disaffected and disillusioned signals clerk. He was instructed to hang around the bars and clubs known to be frequented by Franklin’s handlers, to drink more than was good for him and shoot his mouth off about how he’d been shafted by the system. He was also to let slip that had access to sensitive information. It wasn’t long before he was approached by someone from the other side and within a few weeks he was passing information over on a regular basis.” 
 
    “What kind of information?” asked Torrance. 
 
    “It was mostly low level stuff – particularly at the beginning – but all good, solid data. Later on, we gave them selected higher value intelligence. It was necessary in order to gain their full confidence. We were in a high stakes game and he was our ace in the hole. The last piece of intelligence our agent passed on was Redmayne’s planned route through Combine space.” 
 
    “Did your man understand the strategy behind it all?” 
 
    “No, General. I didn’t tell him and he knew better than to ask.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Torrance. “And the enemy cell?” 
 
    “It’s already been broken, though not quite in the way we envisaged. Our operative’s original mission was to infiltrate and expose the cell. In the event, it has proved unnecessary – the leader of the cell in question has chosen to volunteer his services to the Alliance of his own volition. He has asked for asylum, which has been granted.” 
 
     “The leader of the cell, you say? That’s something of a coup,” said Torrance. “What prompted the man to defect?” 
 
    “Suffice to say it was for personal reasons.” 
 
    “How personal?” 
 
    “It involved the murder of his family,” said Faulkner simply. 
 
    “Which is about as personal as it can get,” said Tarr.  
 
    “No argument there,” said Torrance. “And the rest of the cell?” 
 
    “Two have been taken into custody. One further member managed to evade capture but the important thing is that the cell has been dismantled. Our defector – who went by the codename Jacob – is already being debriefed. By the time the interrogation of both he and the captives is complete, I’m confident that I’ll be able to announce further arrests.” With one Jan Godoy at the very top of the list. 
 
    “Good work, Brigadier.” 
 
     “So there you have it, Jonathon,” said Tarr. “We have played our cards the best we can. Now it’s time to leave things to the men and women of the fleet... How long is it now?” 
 
    “Just over eleven hours,” said Torrance, looking at his watch. “A fleet of auxiliaries with jamming support will launch a feint against the Tarsus sector. They’ll turn back before crossing the frontier and that will be the signal to commence the main thrust against Yao. Once we’re across the border, we are hopeful of being able to reestablish communications with the NT.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “We join forces, take Yao and then smash their counter attacks. We force the outer Combine colonies to make terms and then we push into their heartland and end this war forever. Admiral Stewart was right about one thing – this war is an appalling waste. It is an obscenity. It’s time to finish it.” 
 
    Brigadier Faulkner nodded silently and then leaned over to push a button on his desk. A moment later a white coated steward entered the room bearing a tray with three glasses. He placed a glass of mineral water in front of the brigadier and a large glass of rum in front of both Tarr and Torrance. 
 
    “What exactly is this?” asked Torrance as he swirled the rum around his glass, the dark liquid exuding an intoxicating aroma. 
 
    “This,” said Tarr as he gazed almost lovingly at the drink in his hand, “is Pusser’s Navy Rum. Unchanged for more than six hundred years and a tradition amongst sailors that is, I’m sad to say, in decline. I believe it deserves a better fate.” 
 
    “Alas, I am no sailor,” replied Torrance. “But, in the interests of inter service harmony I will strive to acquire the habit. And so, gentlemen, to whom or to what shall we drink?” 
 
    “We would seem to have more than enough candidates,” said Tarr. 
 
    Indeed they did, thought Torrance. They could toast the Alliance, the Northern Territories, the fleet, Major Redmayne, victory… even luck. Then his gaze turned to the faded photograph on the wall of Faulkner’s office. 
 
    “If you will permit me, Brigadier, can I ask of the young lady in the photograph?” 
 
    “The young lady,” echoed Faulkner, a fleeting look of sadness passing over his face. “She is… she was, Ensign Clara Gayle.” He rose from his seat and walked over to the picture. Out of habit he raised a hand to straighten a frame that was already perfectly aligned. “I first met her, oh… almost thirty years ago, right here on Trinity base. I was just a lieutenant at the time, just starting out in intelligence… 
 
    “You know, I can remember the first time I set eyes on her… it seems just like yesterday… She was wandering around the admin complex like a little lost sheep, completely forlorn. I figured she’d lost her way, so I stopped to ask her where she was going and if I could help. I ended up escorting her to the procurement office on the far side of admin. By the time we arrived, I knew for an absolute fact that she was the one for me. I just knew… and I was right. The following months were the happiest of my life, and I like to think, of hers too. They were the very best of times, but then she finished her basic training and was transferred to one of the old Pristine Class corvettes. Remember them, the old Pristines?” he said wistfully. 
 
    Tarr and Torrance both nodded. 
 
    “After that, she was away a lot but we always had her leave to look forward to. Then one day as she went off on another mission, I promised myself that just as soon as she got back, I’d ask her to marry me. I bought the ring and counted off the days to her next leave. But that’s just it… she never came back. Her ship ran into a mine somewhere out in the Rebus sector and was lost with all hands.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Torrance. 
 
    “It was… a long time ago,” said Faulkner soberly. “Do you know, the worst part of it is that I was on the planning team that oversaw her mission. I was just a junior officer at the time but the fact I was partly responsible for sending her into harm’s way is something that haunts me to this very day. And that’s why I keep Clara’s picture on the wall… to remind me. Not simply of my own loss, but what others lose every time I… we… send our people out into harm’s way. People like Clara, Redmayne, and a host of others... heroes all.” 
 
    Faulkner looked across at Tarr and Torrance who simply stared back in silence. 
 
    “Having her picture there keeps me honest, and truth be told, it helps to keep all the other faces at bay. God knows, there have been enough of them.” 
 
    “That there have,” said Torrance heavily as he stood and raised his glass. “Gentlemen, I give you a toast. To Ensign Clara Gayle and Major William Redmayne. To heroes past, and heroes present.” And then he thought of the thousands of men and women now gathering at their staging areas, each waiting to join battle with the enemy.  
 
    “And to all those heroes yet to be.” 
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A message from the author 
 
    Please accept my heartfelt thanks for choosing to read this story. I sincerely hope you have enjoyed the experience. For my part, I enjoyed the writing but of course, without you the reader, it is all a little meaningless. 
 
    Across Enemy Space is my third novel. My previous two offerings, The Blunt End of the Service and The Blunt End of Oblivion, were written primarily as science fiction adventure stories, though both included elements of crime and hopefully, touches of humor. One reviewer described the books as ‘lite sci-fi’, a label which would seem to fit quite well. 
 
    Across Enemy Space began life as a short story and was an attempt to write a harder brand of science fiction. As such, the story is set in a universe of total conflict. 
 
    It seemed a natural progression. 
 
    Born little more than ten years after the end of World War II, my childhood was punctuated with a plethora of war movies typical of the era. As often as not, the main characters were played by actors such as John Wayne or Robert Mitchum if the movie was American, or perhaps John Mills or Richard Todd if it happened to be British (I’m afraid you’ll need to be of a certain age to understand). There would be certain differences, of course – mostly revolving around cultural stereotypes – but the essential ingredients would be the same: a display of bravery, self sacrifice and honor as the principal characters battled to purge the world of tyranny and oppression, occasionally dying a hero’s death in the process. 
 
    Perhaps not the good, clean war it was often portrayed to be, it was nonetheless a righteous war – and undoubtedly a necessary one, fought for the richest and noblest of ideals. Or at least, that’s how it seemed to an impressionable, young teenager, a teenager who quickly became fascinated by war and all the hardware that it spawned; the fighter planes, the bombers, the battle-tanks, the warships, the guns, rockets, missiles and bombs… 
 
    But life is rarely so simple, and as I grew older and approached adult maturity, the newsfeeds presented first the daily horrors of Vietnam, then later the Arab/Israeli conflicts, the Falklands War, the Rwandan genocide… the list goes on… and on… and on. 
 
    And along with it all came a fresh brand of war movie, darker, more brutal, and as Hollywood evolved, unquestionably more authentic; Apocalypse Now, Full Metal Jacket and somewhat later, Saving Private Ryan, a film which held very little back from the viewer – the unadulterated blood and gore a very distant cry from the ‘little red badge of courage’ of years gone by. 
 
    When I began Across Enemy Space, I had it in mind to return to the simpler times of my youth, writing a tale where neither John Wayne nor John Mills would have felt out of place in one of the leading roles – assuming they would have been as content in the depths of space as they were on the Normandy beaches. That’s not to say that it was my intention to portray war in simple comic book terms. It wasn’t, but at the same time I wanted my heroes to be unmistakably heroic and my villains to be unspeakably villainous. 
 
    Well, that was the plan. 
 
    Some years ago, my mother was diagnosed with an illness serious enough to necessitate a number of consultations with a specialist at the Queen Elizabeth hospital in Birmingham, UK. 
 
    One of the largest and most modern hospitals in Britain, the Queen Elizabeth enjoys a fine reputation. Apart from providing a whole range of services for the local population, it has the biggest organ transplant program in Europe and houses the largest single floor critical care unit in the world. 
 
    The Queen Elizabeth Hospital is also home to the Royal Centre for Defense Medicine, the primary receiving unit for military patients from overseas. One of the main functions of the unit is the care of military personnel injured in conflict zones. This of course includes servicemen injured in Iraq and Afghanistan, a great many of them victims of improvised explosive devices.  
 
    With typical pragmatism, my mother faced an uncertain future in the same way that she faced everything else in her life – with courage and dignity. Always uncomplaining, she had nothing but the utmost praise for the hospital staff. 
 
    There is, however, one observation that she made during one of her visits to the Queen Elizabeth, and something that has stayed with me to this day. On that particular visit, she encountered a group of ex-servicemen who were undergoing rehabilitation at the RCDM. She said that it broke her heart to see so many young men – young men in their prime – victims of such grievous, life changing injuries. She worried also about how uncertain their futures must have been.  
 
    My mother spent her late teens working shifts in a munitions factory in the British midlands. Like all British women after 1941, she was called up for war work and spent the rest of the conflict producing anti aircraft artillery shells.  
 
     As World War II ended, I doubt she would have imagined that in her twilight years she would be witnessing the return of yet another generation of shattered servicemen and women. It wasn’t the way it was supposed to work out – it wasn’t what they had been fighting for. 
 
    Or so they thought.  
 
    Some things never change, which I suppose is why Across Enemy Space turned out the way it did. For despite the best performances of John Wayne and John Mills, war must – at the very best – remain no more than an immoral means to a moral end. 
 
    I recognize that there will always be times when it becomes necessary for a nation state or states to take up arms; there is a depressing inevitability to it all. The causes may be righteous – they may not. Whatever the truth, future conflicts will produce yet another generation of servicemen and women to whom we will forever be beholden. Some will be injured in body – still more in mind. Like the servicemen at the RCDM, they are the men and women who must be neither forgotten nor cast aside once the fighting is over. 
 
    I’ve taken great care to ensure that the book is free of typographical errors but as a mere mortal I recognize that to err is indeed to be human. Should you find anything out of place, I sincerely apologize. If you are of a mind, perhaps you could drop me a line and point out the offending word / sentence / entire chapter (delete as applicable). I would be very grateful. I note that that the renowned author Stephen King has a page on his web site where he requests readers to report any errors found in his works. What is good enough for Mr. King must surely be good enough for me. 
 
    And finally, within the next few pages you may come across a message from Amazon asking if you might like to rate this book and perhaps leave a review. I fully understand if you choose to skip quickly to the end and begin reading your next book. Truly, I do. However, if you have indeed enjoyed this book, I’d be truly grateful if you might consider writing a review on the Amazon review page. For independent authors like me, honest reviews are of tremendous help and of course, very much appreciated. 
 
    You can mail me at:      thebluntend@hotmail.com   
 
    Or catch up with me at:   http://thebluntend.weebly.com 
 
      
 
    Thanks again, 
 
                     L.J. Simpson. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

   
 
    Also by L.J. Simpson 
 
    The Blunt End of the Service 
 
    Book 1 of the Blunt End series 
 
    With a little more drive and ambition, Chuck Poulson might well have found himself serving as first officer aboard a hyper liner. By the same token, if Cadet Penelope Parker had been prepared to accept the amorous advances of the notorious Commander Dickens, she might well have been posted to the Cromwell, the latest Type 53 destroyer.  
 
    But with things as they stand, Chuck and Penny find themselves serving together aboard the half derelict space station Orbital One, alongside a motley crew of ‘misfits, slackers and has-beens’.  
 
    And that would have been that, but their neatly ordered world is suddenly turned upside down as they find themselves at the centre of intrigue in a plot involving sabotage, larceny and murder. Can Penny redeem herself and put her fledgling career back on track? Can Chuck just muddle through it all with his limbs still attached to his body?  
 
    Cut off from outside help, they find themselves propelled to the sharp end of the service and with things not always as they seem, they must negotiate ruthless staff officers, overcome battle hardened marines and outwit inter-stellar crime syndicates if they are to survive and win the day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The Blunt End of Oblivion 
 
    Book 2 of the Blunt End series 
 
    The renegade Commodore Jacks is back, and with a new ship and a new crew he’s about to embark on a career as a privateer. But before that, he has some unfinished business to attend to – he’s sworn bloody revenge on all who wronged him. And that includes the military hierarchy that discarded him, the judiciary that incarcerated him and Chuck Poulson for the heinous crime of not dying when he was supposed to.  
 
    But Jacks has enemies of his own. The infamous Delph crime syndicate also wants payback for the murder of one of their own, and for once it isn’t business, it’s very personal.  
 
    And while Jacks and the Delph Consortium are playing their deadly games, both are firmly in the sights of the redoubtable Detective Chief Inspector Burns and Detective Sergeant Mullins. 
 
    As Jacks, the Delph and DCI Burns pursue each other across the length and breadth of known space, the action inevitably swings back the newly frocked Lieutenant Chuck Poulson and Ensign Penny Parker. With the fate of thousands of colonists in their hands, they once again find themselves at the center of intrigue in a tale of sabotage, murder, sacrifice and valor.   
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