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Part 1 

Deception
 
 
Deception blinds, deception thwarts,
Truth mangles and trust distorts.
Minds in friction, tempers fraught
Actions checked and plans abort.



Chapter 1. Josker 0300 hours, 20 April 2512
Commander (Cmdr) Dave Warner, the commander of the Federation Fleet Ship (FFS) Hermes, dived for cover as the pulse fire whacked by him. He had no clue as to who was firing. He had to work hard to crawl amongst the low scrub. He was a solid fellow. But crawl he must, to get away from where he went down. It was almost pitch black but with his thermals turned on he could make out the ground in front through his helmet’s visor.
He did not have time to regret leading Alpha team from his marine detachment, nor the earlier decision to walk up this track out of the great rift valley and then head north in the lee of the ridge from where the fire was now coming. In fact there had been little choice as to the route for time had been the crucial factor. He had to get to Chengmu on this moon called Josker to meet his best friend, Art Simons, call sign Manger. Manger had been undercover in enemy territory now for three months. He had intel he needed to get out - so vital it would affect the whole civil war.
“Contact right 300” hailed Sergeant (Sgt) Wyatt Haskins, the leader of Alpha team. Wyatt was on his knee firing his pulse rifle at the flashes. He did not stay firing long, diving back down amongst the scrub. The enemy pulse shots twanged around him as he too crawled to a new position off the track. 
“Jacko get that quanto (automatic pulse gun) firing” he commanded.
Specialist Jacko Thomar was trying to catch his breath as he lay prone. He heard his team leader’s command and knew he was needed to suppress the enemy fire. He gulped some air, raised his head and tried to see the enemy flashes but couldn’t. He was in some dead ground east of the track. So he got to his knee and pulled the big automatic pulse gun into his shoulder, using his powerful biceps to steady the stock. He looked through the thermal sights and saw a cluster of three enemy firing from the convex slope to the east. He gave a series of short bursts from left to right at each of the flashes. They soon stopped. 
But he knew he now had to move. He pushed off with his back foot and charged forward and to the right a little further up the slope. From there he hoped he would be able to engage them from a prone position. ‘1, 2, 3 and down’ he said to himself. ‘Crawl away 1, 2, 3 and up’ But this time he chose to just raise his head. ‘Yes…got you. He extended the bipod and remained prone. Into the shoulder he pulled the quanto, looked through the sights, saw a figure now running at the crouch about 250m further left and fired a five round burst. ‘Pay dirt’. 
Dave heard the quanto firing. It reassured but he knew they couldn’t stay put. “Time to go Wyatt” he hailed over the comms channel. “We need to fall back to the gulley.” The gulley was a good two hundred metres back. It snaked along at the bottom of the re-entrant till it fell sharply into the rift valley from whence they had come.
No answer. “Wyatt?”
“He’s shot Sir” hailed Sgt Sue Chalker, intel specialist. She was crawling to where she had seen him last. The enemy had now opened up with their own automatic. It was raking the ground ahead not more than 20m away from her. She parted the tussocks of grass in front of her and found his boot on the other side. She pulled his leg but got no response. She crawled closer, managed to roll his body over and then wished she hadn’t. Wyatt’s head was a bloody mess. She swallowed hard. “He’s dead” she hailed.
“Right we’re going to fire and move back down the track from where we came. Jacko, Mel, Akiri you’re Group 1” hailed Dave “covering fire now.” “Liz, Jason, Tara you’re Group 2, move back 20 now. Sue you’re with me. We’re three. We go next.”
Jacko was now firing short bursts at the flashes that had increased in number up on the slope. Troopers Mel Shu and Akiri Tsonga were taking turns to pop up and fire their pulse rifles.
Dave could now hear Group 2 firing. “Group 3 move.” He turned and ran at a crouch back down the track. Sue was already ahead, her legs pumping hard. She dived down to the west of the track as she passed Liz. Dave followed suit. They both got to their knees and began firing. 
“Group 1 move” hailed Dave.
But a series of grenade explosions and the shouting from the top of the slope meant that Group 1 were not going to move far. There was a hail of automatic fire coming from the enemy’s right flank as a row of figures crested the slope and began firing bursts of pulse into Group 1.
“Jacko?” hailed Dave but he got no reply. Dave bit his lip. He was about to rush back to him when he heard the tell-tale pop, pop of a grenade launcher. “Take cover.”
He dove off to the left and fell down the slope. He rolled into another body, Sue Chalker’s, as the explosions went off back up on the track. He could hear a high pitch scream – probably Liz or Mel.
“Group 2?” he hailed and paused for a reply. “Oh shit!” he swore as Sue was trying to claw her way south away from the danger. “Come on” she yelled. Dave pulled a grenade and tossed it back up toward where Group 1 had been. He waited till it went off and then scurried away after Sue. Sue was clutching her leg. “Are you hit?”
“Yeh but it’s just a graze.” She had other things on her mind. She aimed further down towards the gulley. Dave was now catching up to her. He glanced back and saw a few figures standing on the track obviously examining their handiwork. 
In the gulley, they were in dead ground so they both stood upright. Dave took the lead. All plans of the rendezvous with Manger were now cancelled. ‘I hope you are OK, Art’ he said to himself. ‘Someone has betrayed us.’
They had travelled a couple of kilometres following the gulley into the dry ravine that would eventually take them down into the great rift valley. The surface was loose rock and becoming steeper. 
“I need to rest, Sir” hailed Sue. Dave stopped and leaned into the slope catching his breath. Sue slid down onto her bum and dropped her backpack and released her webbing. “Can you help, Sir. It’s my leg.”
Dave shuffled to her. It was nigh impossible to see any details with the thermals, so he switched them off and lifted his visor. He took out the jacket from his pack and used it to mask the light that he now shone from his helmet light onto Sue’s leg. The pulse shot had ripped the suit. It was a nasty graze and the exertion had opened it further.
He took the dressing out of her webbing pouch and applied it to her leg. He was impressed she had got this far. He turned off the torch and helped her back on with her gear. They both took a swig of water from the tubes that came up through the inside of their suits. 
It was nearly 0400 and he had to check in. He switched channels. “Hermes this is Sunray(the commander)” he hailed.
“Sir this is Ivan” hailed Second Lieutenant (2nd Lt) Ivan Kiralenko, the Hermes’ Comms Officer.
“We’ve been ambushed. Only me and Chalker left. Chalker’s wounded. Aborting mission. Need extraction from LZ (landing zone) Bravo in 2 hours. Acknowledge.” 
“Acknowledged. WILCO (will comply)” responded Ivan, his voice now flat.
“Come on Sue, we need to get moving.”
They reached the great flood plain along the floor of the rift valley ahead of his estimate. It had been a long, long time since this valley floor had seen a flood but even so the dry smell of dirt was a pleasant relief from the sweat. Dave checked his console and confirmed his position. Yes this was LZ Bravo. 
Sue released her pack and collapsed beside Dave. She was exhausted. They had not slept for 36 hours. 
“We’ve got 40 minutes, Sue. Get some kip. I’ll take the watch.”
“Thanks” was all she uttered. She let her head rest on her pack and was asleep in two minutes.
‘How the fuck did this happen?’ Dave asked himself. His brain was too tired to continue the interrogation, so he let the matter lie. He began a practice of scanning across his assigned arc that was ingrained from his days in Special Forces. As his eyes moved to the rhythm of the pattern he recalled waiting at the spaceport in New Hammersley back in January.
‘Had it only been that long?’ Amy, his wife had been there with the kids to see him off. Her beautiful face was there right in front of him. The same image he now saw each night as he went to bed. There would be no update on that image since the big nuclear flash wiped it off the face of New Hammersley.
He struggled to swallow and felt the emotion rising as it did each night. He felt the guilt for having put her and the kids in harm’s way. Yes he knew it was a surprise attack. Yes he knew that he could have done nothing about it because he was out on a mission. But it did not assuage his guilt nor lessen the pain of losing them. WHY? 
They were innocents. How could the Alliance have done this? Why are we fighting this stupid civil war? Why did they have to suffer? And why have I survived?
“Alpha Sunray this is Whisky 1” hailed Corporal (Cpl) Parinya Puket, the pilot of the warthog shuttle “we are inbound LZ Bravo. ETA (estimated time of arrival) in 2.”
“Roger that. All clear. Get us out of here.” 
 
 



Chapter 2. Hermes over Josker 0715, 20 April 
“How many do we have to lose before you realise?” argued First Lieutenant (1st Lt) Rihan Kabel, Executive Officer (XO) of the Federation Fleet Ship Hermes. “Haskins and his team are all dead back there and it’s all down to Manger.”
“I don’t care. We’re going anyway” said Cmdr Dave Warner. He adjusted his strong frame in his Captain’s chair. “You’re wrong about Manger. He’ll make it. He’ll be there. I owe him that much.”  Warner’s words trailed off as his focus shifted to the display screen where the cameras were showing the light playing off the reflective surfaces of the Hermes’ forward edge. ‘What a display’ thought Warner. It never ceased to impress…the transition effects as the Hermes entered warp speed.
The shift in focus wasn’t lost on Rihan. She knew when it was pointless to continue arguing with her commander. Dave Warner leaned his head closer and lowered his voice so the rest of the crew in the command centre wouldn’t hear. “We’ll be OK. Trust me!”
There was that word again “trust”. How many times had she been forced to trust Dave Warner? Wasn’t trust something you gave willingly or at least freely to another? Warner had a bad habit of demanding it from his crew. Yes he’d consult and seek her advice but so often lately he’d ignore that advice if it didn’t fit into his own plan. The autocrat in him was coming to the fore all too often since the opening of hostilities. 
She could excuse much of it. Yes he had lost his wife and kids but we had all lost someone on New Hammersley. The pressures of command were many but this latest decision was in her opinion too big a risk to warrant. Here they were in a light frigate, designed for recon and surveillance, heading for a known hot spot with the intention of extracting a so called agent of uncertain loyalty and it was certainly open to debate as to whether this was consistent with their surveillance mission.
“If you say so, but I want my objections noted.” Her green eyes burned into Warner’s and he noted them alright. He knew he was burning up his brownie points at a prodigious rate. But he had to. There were things he could not share with his deputy, not at this stage anyway. He had to heed the call from Manger.
Warner extracted himself from his seat and made his way to his cabin. What he needed now was time to rest. He was exhausted. 
Compared to the rest of the crew’s quarters his was spacious, but even so on a small ship like the Hermes, space was always at a premium and for a man who likes to have a lot of personal space around him Dave found his cabin… inadequate. 
He unbuckled his sidearm and hung it over the chair in front of the small desk. His console was flashing at him advising him that there were a hundred and one things to do. He hit the sleep button. They could wait. 
He took a shower in what amounted to a cylinder. He was a little taller than average and had a solid build. So he found the shower space cramped. Afterwards he wiped away the steam from the mirror. As he applied the toothpaste to his electric brush he observed the worry lines that were just creeping onto his forehead and wondered how much longer before he lost his rugged good looks.   He brushed his dark thick hair and changed into his sleep wear, loose shorts and a t-shirt. He dimmed the lights. Sleep was beckoning. He got under the covers of his bed. ‘Well at least there’s no bunk on top’ he said to himself. 
He closed his eyes and thought of his wife, Amy. He dismissed the guilt, kept the grief at bay and instead pictured her lovely face on the pillow back home. Oh how he loved that face. What great moments they had shared. ‘But there won’t be any more’ he thought. He felt the wave of sorrow welling up in him.
‘Gratitude’s the key, Dave’ he said to himself. ‘Yes it’s the key’. He knew that but still he needed to remind himself lest he sink into despair. Once again he kissed the image of her lovely face and slept.



Chapter 3. Hermes in warp to Alpha Phi 0130, 21 April
Dave woke at 1400 after only 6 hours. He tried to write a report but after the fourth draft decided against it all together. He dropped into the medbay to check up on Sue Chalker but she had already discharged herself.
He made an announcement to the crew about the disaster on Josker, the lost comrades and he accepted full responsibility. The last bit helped purge some of the emotion but he grabbed an early dinner and retired to his cabin straight after, leaving Rihan to organise the watch roster. At 2100 he fell asleep and this time it was a deep sleep.
In the wee hours of the morning he began to dream…. He was the witness back in his home in New Hammersley. The date time display on the fridge read 2015, 6 Jan 2512.
Amy Warner turned off the news program. All that talk of tension between the Federation and the Alliance just made her anxious anyway. ‘What are they thinking? We’re all human after all’ she thought as she rose from her seat and turned on the old coffee machine on the kitchen island. 
She looked back to the kids’ bedroom and was grateful they were finally asleep. Her fingers strummed the bench top impatiently. How she wished they could replace this ancient machine. But her husband, Dave, wouldn’t hear of it. She smiled as she recalled him defending the machine with his body when she proposed getting rid of it.
She poured out the flat white and had to admit that the coffee did taste nice, though she knew Dave’s claim was essentially sentimental. She stood there sipping her coffee, looking out through the big windows at the spaceport from where he had taken off only two weeks ago. ‘Has it only been two weeks’ she said to herself. How she wished he were here now, standing behind her with his arms around her. She tilted her head as she had done so often in the past and could almost feel him kissing the nape of her neck, tenderly blowing air past her ear and nibbling her lobe. 
She caressed her lobe. It was not the same. She knew this longing would only get stronger before he came back to her in two months’ time.
But she reminded herself that she was not alone. All her friends were in the same boat for this was a Fleet town, the biggest base in the Far Reaches. Polaris, where she was born, was a long way away and Earth, the so called centre of human civilisation that she had never seen, was much further still.
A shuttle was coming in to land at the spaceport. She saw its landing lights directed at one of the many runways and pads. Another was taking off nearby. 
She remembered their last farewell. Dave looked resplendent in his uniform. He looked torn as he kissed her. She knew why. She knew they were soul mates and that he loved his children but he was also a man of duty and he loved his first independent command. The Hermes looked sleek that evening under the spaceport floodlights. She had held it together as they parted but oh, how she cried as she put the kids in the car.
‘He could be warping into some nearby star system right now’ she thought. 
“Craft warping into sector echo niner” hailed Sgt Gene Radcliff of the New Hammersley spaceport Control “identify yourself.” Gene was trying hard to focus with all the background noise from within the control tower. Combined, the twelve fellow controllers and shift supervisor made a lot of noise.
“Craft warping into sector echo niner identify yourself” hailed Gene. Gene waited impatiently. Her eyes were on the clock. Standard operating procedures called for her to issue a warning if they did not comply within one minute of warping in. There had been a push to reduce this time but the civvy fleets complained that a lot of their craft still took a minute before they got their comms back on line after coming out of warp.
“Craft warping into sector echo niner this is a warning. Identify yourself immediately or you will be considered hostile.” Gene hit the alert control which activated a flashing light above her station and the supervisor came over.
“Give them another warning Gene” said 1st Lt Teddy Xi. “What type of craft is this? Hey Jack, what type of craft is this?”
“Strange. Unknown boss” said Cpl Jack Milan.
“Craft warping into sector echo niner this is your final warning” hailed Gene.
“What do you mean unknown?” asked Teddy
“Oh shit missiles launched” yelled out Gene. “I count 20, no 24 incoming.
“Fuck!” said Teddy. “Tag ‘em Gene” barked Teddy. “Bravo this is Control weapons release. Bravo 1 engage Bogey 1. Bravo 2 and 3 engage runners. NOW!”
Teddy leaned over Gene and hit the emergency warning control. Sirens went off all over the spaceport and across the bay at the marine base. 
But Amy, behind her sealed windows, heard nothing. She did see the surface to space batteries fire, but she put that down to yet another practice. She used the tip of her tongue to wipe away the last of the coffee from her top lip, turned and placed the cup on the bench. The intense flash of light filled the room. The reflection from the fridge blinded her. Instinctively she ran to the kid’s bedroom. She didn’t make it.  
“AMY! AMY!” cried out Dave. He sat bolt upright in his bed aboard the Hermes. His chest was heaving and he reached out with his hand. He felt for his communicator on the side table, turned his head to scrutinise it and saw that the time was 0130 hours on the 21st of April 2512. The dashboard on the console told him the ships status ‘in warp to Alpha Phi’.
His breathing was coming under control now. 
“Shit it’s just a dream, just a dream.”
He lay back down on the pillow, reminded himself that he had to be up early. Tomorrow was going to be another big day. He closed his eyes. A moment later there she was, Amy, his soul mate. A tear rolled down from the corner of his eye onto the pillow.
 



Chapter 4. Hermes 0900, 21 April
1st Lt Rihan Kabel was a beautiful woman looking wary. Her almond shaped green eyes were waiting for Warner’s arrival. She had fair and smooth complexion, though it looked a little warm under the strong lights in the briefing room.  Her long auburn hair with its natural soft curl was done up tight in a ponytail. She had a voluptuous figure of average height but it was honed with daily exercise.  Right now her long graceful hands were on her hips. She meant business.
Commander Warner had requested a conference with the ops staff, which on a small vessel like the Hermes, amounted to her and 2nd Lt Chase Hanlon, who was the Ops Officer and also with Chief Pug Sterkze, who led the small marine detachment. Pug’s inclusion was ominous but necessary. Rihan resolved to limit the commitment of any personnel to the immediate security of any landing point. She did not want another Josker on her hands. 
The loss of Haskins and his team on Josker still played heavily on her mind. She knew she should have been more forceful and insisted on the alternate LZ. They all had learnt a lot from that mission.
Chase Hanlon shifted his lean body on the seat as he turned his head to acknowledge Warner’s entry. With only two years of experience since graduating from Fleet Academy he knew he was the green horn on the ship’s officer roster. But he also knew that his near top of the class achievements marked him for fast promotion. His father’s pull accounted for the rest. But it was his request to join a recon ship. Anything to prove he was his own man. His father hadn’t liked it one bit. But there wasn’t a lot he could do once the Hermes had departed for the Far Reaches.
Chase liked Warner. He was smart like himself, a lateral as well as a vertical thinker. There was a lot he could learn from his commander. Warner was also a risk taker. After Josker, though, the jury was still out on whether the risks had been adequately calculated. While his confidence in Warner had taken a hit he knew that in war shit happens to even the best. So he was still prepared to give the commander his due.
“Good morning Sir.” Chase added with a smile that sat easy with his youthful looks. He brushed back a lock of his light brown hair. It would keep falling down and he would keep brushing it back throughout the course of the day. He had a wide, almost rectangular face with a wide smile to go with it. 
Pug nodded his head. He was a stocky fellow with a powerful chest that years of hard physical service had developed. He had never been the best looking man in a room and at his more mature years never would. But Pug did have a nice smile when he chose to use it, though that was not that often these days.
“Top of the day to you too, Chase. Rihan…Pug…thanks for coming.” Warner sat down aware that there were still bridges to be rebuilt but also aware that there was precious little time in which to do that. But something had to be said now.
“I know we should do a full debrief of Josker, determine what worked and why things turned to shit at the end. But we don’t have time for that right now. Our ETA is just hours away and we have another op to plan. Mistakes were made by a number of people but ultimately the loss of Haskin and his team is down to me. That was my call to use LZ Alpha. I shouldn’t have listened to Rugel. It won’t happen again.”
“Why then are we still chasing Manger?” Rihan cut in. “He can’t be trusted. For all we know he set us up on Josker.”
“You don’t know that. All my experience with Manger says otherwise.”
“Just because you shared active duty with him five years ago, doesn’t tell us anything about where his loyalties lie now.” Rihan wasn’t going to do this but Warner had left the door open and she wasn’t about to let it pass. “He’s been in the Far Reaches for three years now. His sister was on Josker. For all we know he’s decided to hang his star on their tree rather than ours.”
“Maybe but I can’t see him siding with them after what they did to his family. They were on New Hammersley when it was hit just like mine, just like yours, just like so many others. That would take a ruthlessness that even Manger doesn’t have.”
“We’ve all lost someone but that doesn’t mean we’re all out to get revenge. Please Sir, open your eyes. Who else would have betrayed us on Josker? Who else had the opportunity and the capacity? The only people who knew about our mission were on this ship, Admiral Yomoto at Polaris Fleet HQ and Manger.”
“You’re forgetting Rugel.” Warner responded with a stare that bore into Rihan like a laser.
“You’ve got to be kidding. Why on earth would Rugel betray his own group? That doesn’t make sense at all. It makes less sense than Manger. Rugel’s been trying to rally resistance on Josker for three months now. He organised the attack on the space port.”
“Which was a disaster.” Warner interjected. 
“Yeah just like our little op!” Rihan’s dander was up. She knew she needed to watch herself here, especially in front of the others, but the frustration was rising fast now.
“So we don’t have a monopoly on mistakes. That still doesn’t dismiss the possibility that Rugel could have betrayed us or for that matter Manger or Yomoto.”
“Sir, I don’t think we can seriously consider the Admiral.” Chase hesitantly motioned.
Warner turned to Chase. “Look we’re a long way out from base. It takes days for signals to go back and forth, especially if we’re warping. Who knows what could have happened and what Fleet deem to be necessary. Yes it’s extremely unlikely but it is a possibility.” Then easing himself back into his seat Warner addressed the group at large, “We’re often operating in the dark and have to rely on our own judgements here with imperfect intel. Let’s leave it at this. Until we get some more intel Manger, Rugel and Yomoto are all suspects.”
Sensing the pause Pug Sterkze’s deep voice entered the fray. “Aren’t we forgetting about the possibility that someone on this ship could have betrayed us?”
“No, there is no evidence of any unauthorised transmissions from Hermes. I had Kiralenko do an audit last night.” Rihan chimed in.
“But do we trust Kiralenko” responded Pug.
“Rihan, double check the transmissions yourself and don’t forget to check for any deletions.” Warner directed. “And get back to me before lunch. OK we don’t have much time. So let’s focus on what we need to do later today.”
“Chase I want you to come up with some options for inserting a small team near Tindel. I’m the only one who knows Manger so I will lead the insertion team. Rihan you will be in command of the ship. It will be your call on any extraction. For the team we’ll need a demolition expert and a tech specialist as well as four cool-headed marines. Pug, you need to choose the team. I realise you’re down to only two squads and normally we would retain one on board and another at the LZ. But you’ll have to go light on the on-board squad.”
“Contingencies, Sir?” Chase piped up. “In case we’re bounced when we come out of warp.”
“Good point, Chase. We’re coming out on the dark side of the moon. So we should be masked from planet side sensors. I doubt if they have the resources to mount an early warning station on the dark side but they could have a ship on patrol. Chase, what do we know about the likely enemy ships in the area?”
“Last reports indicate they have a small flotilla of corvettes, three or four operating across this sector. We can deal with them. But the Wasp Group could potentially intervene - unlikely, but possible. If Manger, I mean whoever betrayed us, is onto our next move, then it could get there before us. And a carrier group is going to eat us for breakfast.”
“Agreed. So we warp back to Klaster, wait and re-enter in two days’ time.”
“Are you still just going to head straight for the RV (rendezvous) with Manger?” Rihan queried. “I reckon you should hold up short of the RV and check out the area first.”
“If we had the time I would. But once we touch down we must assume detection and that the enemy will respond with the Wasp. They’ll be here within 24 hours and we need to be long gone. That doesn’t leave much time for reconnaissance.”
“Why are we dancing to Manger’s tune?” Rihan countered. “Why don’t we find a way to leave him a message at the RV saying we’ll be back at X time. Then we warp back to Klaster and return to a place and at a time of our choosing. We can even leave an operative on the ground to keep the RV under surveillance.”
“No we don’t have time for that. Manger will smell a rat and bug out.”
“Then at least send someone else in first to suss out the RV.”
“Yes, but they won’t know what he looks like and, if they aren’t careful, they will just draw attention to us.”
Pug, with deep reassuring voice, chimed in “Chalker could do it, Sir. We could fit her up with remote sensors so you could hear and see everything she does.”
 “OK, but has she recovered enough? She had a close shave on Josker. She looked like shit when we hauled her in. How’s her leg?”
“No problems, Sir. She’s tough and I reckon she wants an opportunity to give some back.”
“So long as she knows that the mission comes first. She’s no good to us if her cover is blown.”
“Roger that, Sir”
“How long have we got?”
“Just under six hours” responded Rihan. “I better get onto that transmissions audit.”
“OK we’ll meet back here at 1300. Pug, issue the warning orders to your guys. I would like to brief the insertion team at 1330.”
“Any further questions?”
“What do you want to tell Fleet HQ?” Rihan asked.
“Nothing for now about this op. Just advise that we’re on patrol and that we’ll report back on Josker once we have conducted a thorough debrief.”
“They’re not going to like that.”
“Yeh, I know. But it will be days before their return signal and hopefully we’ll have something positive to report. Dismissed.”
As the others filed out Rihan lagged behind. “I’m sorry Sir. I got a little heated. I was out of line with that revenge remark.”
Warner studied her intently. Yes she had spoken her mind. On a bigger more formal ship that would not have been tolerated. But Warner admired her strength and courage. He knew he could be a difficult person to stand up to. Most were intimidated by his force of character. In 1st Lt Rihan Kabel he knew he had a fellow officer who would speak her mind and give an honest opinion. This he valued above any civility. He also admired the fire in her eyes. They showed real passion. He knew he could rely on her to fight and fight hard.
Softening his face and his voice Warner remarked “Yes I know. Just as well I have a tough hide, hey?” The smile came naturally from him. 
The relief washed over her face. “It won’t happen again. I just had to…”
“Look there is nothing you need to add. I don’t want a Yes Sir, three bags full sir for my XO. Tell it to me straight and we’ll get on just fine”. 
“Yes Sir” she responded. 
Warner remained behind by himself in the briefing room.  He reflected on his initial orders direct from Admiral Phil Yomoto no less. Yomoto was head of Special Operations Division located at Polaris Fleet HQ.  He could see that meeting in his mind’s eye.
‘We need to find out what the fuck they are up to Dave’ he had said. ‘But don’t risk the Hermes’. 
‘That was all superseded now’ thought Dave. Now, according to the last order he received from the Admiral, he had to get that intel ‘at all costs’. ‘At all costs’ is not something he was prepared to share with the rest of the crew. It was bad enough now with the deaths of nine marines. 
‘What could be worth it?’ he asked himself. 
‘We’ve been fighting now human v human over what? Bloody money.’
Dave hated the greed, the egos and those prepared to exploit both of these for their own advantage. They had cost him his chance at happiness, robbed him of his Amy, destroyed his family. He could not see the point in this war. “Why the fuck can’t the powers - that be agree to a better funding arrangement with the Alliance systems” he said out loud.
He glanced around to ensure no one heard that. ‘After all, you don’t get much taxation from developing systems anyway. Those greedy bastards in the inner systems just can’t help themselves. I bet no one on the Federation Council on Earth had even been out here, content to wallow in their history while denying others a fair future.’
‘Get a grip Dave.’ Dave took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He just rested there for a moment.
‘But this is my duty and it’s all I have right now.’ 



Chapter 5. Hermes 1200, 21 April
Warner was checking his gear. He always preferred to go in light. For his sidearm he chose the 10mm soft-nosed Kaser automatic. He preferred a solid shot over a pulse pistol when operating outdoors, primarily because it had longer range. Cleaned and loaded. Check! Burnside pulse rifle with two extra energy packs. Check. Would he take the multi-spectrum sights? These allowed engagement at longer ranges through a wide range of spectrums. Useful, but added almost a kilo…mmm…OK for now. He tucked them into the left side pocket of his patrol pack. His all-weather jacket was stuffed into the main section of the backpack. He was going to need that. By all accounts the temp range on Alpha Phi was pretty extreme from a top of 40C during the long daylight to a very chilly -10C at night and this was their summer. Thank god it wasn’t winter. 
Some energy rations were shoved into the right pocket. On his belt hung his Kaser on the right, water bottle on the left, restraining cuffs at the rear. His communicator and command console were built into the suit and helmet. By all accounts they wouldn’t need to wear the suit sealed. The terraforming had done its job and there was enough oxygen to breathe normally. He always sweated like a pig when sealed anyway. So this was a plus.
He added the portable secure comms box into the bum-bag at the bottom rear of his pack. If shit hit the fan, and he had to ditch his back pack, he didn’t want to be caught without comms to Hermes.
Finally, he reached for two frag grenades and inserted these into the left pouch at the front of his belt. Into the right pouch he added his combat gloves – light, tough, warm and thin enough to allow operation of weapons and equipment.
Shades…where were they? He picked them up from the desk, put them on and, admiring his bespectacled face in the small mirror by the door, gave himself a nonchalant nod of the head. Yes he could have had one of those eye operations that allow the iris to adjust to glare automatically but he had always hated sharp objects like needles and there was that annoying 1% risk factor of losing your sight that he just couldn’t come at. Besides they looked cool, well the ones he had anyway. Or so he told himself.
“Commander” Rihan hailed “we need to talk… in private.”
“Fine. Come to my cabin.”
A minute later Rihan knocked and entered with her console in her hand and a worried expression on her face. “I checked the logged transmissions and yes they’re all in order. But you were right about the deletions. I noted that three transmissions were deleted over the 24 hours we were at Josker.”
“These may be perfectly innocent or they maybe our rat covering their tracks.”
“What should we do about Kiralenko? He may or may not be responsible. Any number of the crew could have had access from the engineer to the doctor. Who knows?”
“You’re right. It just muddies the waters with yet another possibility. We can’t watch everyone 24/7. But we can ensure that all future comms go through you. At least we can remove that means from the equation. Agree?”
“Agreed!”
“At the same time I want you to personally setup a snitch over all comms traffic so we can log and review them after. Who knows we may glean something. Don’t mention our suspicions to anyone else.”
“But they’ll be alerted by the change in comms procedures.”
“Good point. Let it be known that we are setting up a special comms channel for the insertion team and that its security necessitates the change in procedure. That’s credible and should avoid giving the game away.”
“OK, consider it done.”
“One other thing. Make sure you are armed at all times from now on. Ask Pug to post an armed marine in the command centre and ensure you have direct comms with him. Tell him its part of the op requirements.” Then Dave cautioned “Take care Rihan. Watch your back.”
Responding to his earnestness, Rihan nodded consent and left.
 



Chapter 6. Hermes 1300, 21 April
Back in the conference room, Chase was looking excited, Rihan was deep in thought and Pug was still entering instructions on his console as Warner walked in. Pug looked up for a second and held up two fingers pleading for a little extra time. Warner nodded OK and surveyed the others. “Everything OK, XO?” 
Bringing her attention back into the room, Rihan looked up at Warner and said in a serious tone “Yes.”
Turning to Chase he got the thumbs up. He sat back in his chair and thought of that time before Josker when he had sat here brimming with confidence and optimism. The confidence had taken a beating. Seven dead can do that. Optimism comes from knowing you hold all the aces. But that was now clearly not the case.
“I’m right to go now Sir” said Pug. “I was just putting the final touches to the plan.”
“OK Chase can you give us a recap on the situation.”
“The situation as we know it is that the enemy hold Alpha Phi. It is still only sparsely populated. We’re concerned with a small town called Tindel located in the northern hemisphere in the temperate zone. Tindel is a base camp for mining operations on the high plateau region. It’s extremely dry and hot during the day and bitterly cold at night. The signal we received from Manger was to RV at the tavern in Tindel at 2000. Apparently there is only one tavern so it shouldn’t be hard to find. Population is supposed to be around 500. Local militia amounts to around a dozen troopers, lightly armed plus a handful of police, also lightly armed. The nearest professional military forces are at least two hours away by air transport from Niku. They’ll come heavily armed and supported. So we don’t want to face off against them.”
“Our Forces amount to a small lightly armed team of seven with indirect support from the Hermes plus direct support from Whiskey 1. But let’s not fool ourselves into believing that we can stand and fight a major action. Even with the warthog’s gun systems it has limited loiter time if it is to extract you all back to the Hermes.”
“Likely enemy intentions, if you are detected, would be to contain with the local militia while they bring in the cavalry from Niku.”
“Thanks Chase now what about those insertion options you’ve been working on?”
“I’ve ruled out inserting with the Hermes direct as this won’t go unnoticed. That leaves inserting in Whiskey 1. But even cloaked and stealthy it can still be eyeballed from five clicks. So I’ve identified two suitable LZs, one to the north on the far side of a ridge line and the other to the east behind the tailing hills. Both are about 6 clicks from the town. The one to the north has a fairly open approach route to the town but there doesn’t appear to be much activity in that sector. Needless to say you’ll be hoofing it the whole way. The one to the east has a lot more activity with mining vehicles coming and going. So you could hijack a ride if the opportunity presents, though you’ll have to ensure you don’t raise the alarm.”
“Mmm…” pondered Warner. “I’m not fond of hoofing 6 clicks in that heat. Let’s opt for the Eastern LZ.”
“Roger that” acknowledged Chase.
“Pug, who have you chosen for the team?”
“Sir, apart from yourself and Sgt Chalker, there’ll be Sgt Shavez leading, Cpl Williams is your tech, Cpl Shu will handle the demolitions and Troopers (Tpr) Riley and Bridgewater will be providing fire support. Buster Williams will also be responsible for counter measures and Dai Shu can double as a medic. Cpl Puket’s in charge of Whiskey 1 along with Trooper Favre on the weapon systems.”
“OK good. Make sure Puket understands that they are to stay put at the LZ and avoid engagement. But they need to be ready to come pick us up at a moment’s notice.”
“Yes Sir that’s already taken care of.”
“Rihan can you brief us on the extraction phase?”
“Normal extraction will be triggered by you Sir once you have Manger or you are ready to leave. Code word is “cleaver”. Whiskey 1 will then make its way asap to the open area 100m north of the tavern.  Your team must make its way there, mount up and return to ship. 
If anything goes wrong and I deem it necessary to abort I’ll trigger an emergency extraction with the code word “juno” followed by a prefix for the extraction location. Juno 1 will be the normal location 100m north of the tavern. Juno 2 will be out front of the mine entrance along the main east west route into town. It’s about 1 click from town. I’ll use that one if you have company in town. Juno 3 is a couple of clicks north of the town just behind the slight rise here. I’ll use that if the second location is compromised.
It is very important that you respond to the emergency extraction signal immediately. We cannot afford to remain exposed for any length of time. Whiskey 1 will remain at the extraction point for one hour only. After that it will return to ship with or without you.
If for any reason you cannot make it, then we will schedule a return for 2200 hours three days later at the same location as originally ordered. You will have to hide up till then.
In the event that the Hermes is engaged and cannot return, well you’ll know in three days’ time when we don’t show up and you’re on your own.”
Those last words trailed off setting a sombre tone for all to ponder.
“Looks like we better take some rations just in case, hey!” Warner said trying to change the mood. “I have no further questions. Anyone else?”
After quickly panning around the shaking heads, Warner added “Chase lock in the eastern option and send me the revised plan. Pug, can you make sure your marines are ready for their briefing in ten. We’ll do it in the battle lab. See you there in ten. Rihan, can you stay for a minute. Thanks Chase. Thanks Pug. Good work and good luck everyone.”
After Chase and Pug left the room, Warner closed the door and addressed his XO. “Have you setup the comms snitch?”
“Yes it’s running now.”
“You have the guard posted?”
“Affirmative.”
“Good. Hopefully they won’t be needed. But I take comfort in seeing you with your sidearm.”
Rihan could see the concern on Dave Warner’s face. A few cracks of vulnerability were beginning to appear in Warner’s armour. Despite the fact he probably was going to be in more physical danger his concern for her safety appeared genuine. This touched off a feeling of compassion and in spite of her reservations about his decision to mount this operation, she decided to make light of the situation. “So you like your women armed.”
 Warner’s face began to blush and for the first time since Josker, Rihan actually laughed. It was an infectious laugh. Laughter was something that usually came easily to Warner though it had been a while since this had happened. He joined in, not minding that he was the butt of the humour on this occasion. In that moment he found himself observing Rihan in a new light and he liked what he saw and he enjoyed the sound of her laugh.



Chapter 7. Hermes 1330, 21 April
When Pug arrived at the armoury his marines were ready, sitting on their packs and chatting about anything and everything other than the impending op. It was a light moment of good banter which surprised Pug. He thought that the effects of the Josker mission would have clammed them up. But he took comfort in the fact that marines were a resilient bunch and this lot knew they were good at what they did. They knew that the screw up on Josker was not down to them or their buddies who had paid the ultimate price. Now they knew that Alpha team had been betrayed.
As soon as they saw Pug enter they stopped the chatter, their expressions changed to a more serious look. Yes this was a man who meant business and the business at hand was dangerous work.
“Follow me. We’re conducting the briefing in the battle-lab. Leave your kit here.” Pug’s voice boomed out echoing off the metallic walls. He headed at a brisk pace with his followers quickly falling into sync. 
Pug hit the switch in the battle-lab and its banks of consoles with the big 3D holographic display in the centre humming into life. He had already configured the systems to display the op area around Tindel. As his charges saw it for the first time the excitement level increased in the room. But no one spoke. They knew the drill, each filing in and sitting down ready for the boss to arrive.
There wasn’t the formal hoo-ha you had on bigger ships or bases but everyone knew the limits. They had been together for over six months now and there was that symbiosis you get with common purpose, shared experience and respect.
Warner arrived directly. His mind was racing a bit thinking of what he had to say to the team. He knew that Pug would have already outlined the plan. He was there to ensure they understood the purpose of the mission. His intent had to be clear in each of their minds so that even if things started to unravel they all knew what the overall goal was. That allowed them to exercise their own initiative. 
In that moment Warner recalled the sheer joy he experienced when one of his special ops team members years back had done just that and snatched victory from the jaws of defeat. It had saved all their lives. That experience was indelibly etched into his consciousness now. He needed to etch it into theirs.
“Good day everyone. We haven’t much time so I’ll cut to the chase. Chief Sterkze has already outlined the mission to you and assigned you your roles. Our mission is simple - meet with Manger and find out what he wants.
I will be leading this mission personally because he has requested that. In any event only I know what Manger looks like and only I have met him before. We were on the same special Opsteam together before most of you entered the Academy. He is a good operator and has survived on his own out here since the start of the war. His signal indicates an urgent need to meet me in person at the tavern in Tindel this evening. I do not have any more details on what he wants or why it is so urgent. However, he is a top operative and he wouldn’t risk exposing the Hermes unless it was very important. 
There are some who say he may be the one who betrayed us on Josker. I won’t kid you. That is a possibility but I believe it unlikely. I know him and I trust him, at least enough to try and make contact. But we’re not going to be naïve. That’s why we’re sending in Sgt Chalker undercover to recce the area and make the initial contact.”
Turning to Chalker, Warner continued “If you notice anything untoward, you signal us asap and we call the whole thing off.” Chalker acknowledged with a nod. Warner noted her focus and automatically glanced to her left leg. The last time he had done so, blood was oozing out of a field dressing. There were no signs of that now. Her face was resolved. She was one tough, cool customer and he was glad she was on their side.
“Just so you are all clear: -our overall mission is to find out what the enemy are doing in this sector. If there is anyone here that can answer that it’s Manger.  We need to make contact with him, remain undetected and extract like a ghost leaving no trace and no one behind. Any questions?”
“Sir, how am I supposed to make contact with Manger when I don’t know what he looks like?” asked Sgt Sue Chalker.
“Good question” responded Warner. “We will need to find a place where I and the rest of the team can eyeball the tavern unobserved. You will be fitted out with a remote sensor pack. Chief Sterkze will give you the low-down on using it. I will then be able to see what you see and hear what you hear. When Manger comes up on the screen I will signal you.”
“It will then be up to you to make contact. Just mention that you have a mutual friend from Schillers Ridge who wants to see him. He’ll then believe you. I take it you’re bringing your civvies along?”
“Packed and ready!” responded Chalker. There was no trace of excitement in her voice. She was cool as. Warner had never seen her overly stressed let alone panic. She was shaping up to be a first class candidate for special ops. Warner had spotted her talents soon after she joined the Hermes and had asked Pug to groom her for these roles. 
She was the “grey” operative - neither black nor white, neither stunning nor ugly, neither extraverted nor introverted. She had light brown nearly fawn coloured hair, long to the shoulder but often pinned up. She was of average height and build. In fact she was the complete average. As such she could blend in without being noticed.
“Not too flashy I hope!” quipped Warner. A few chuckles erupted from the ranks around her. 
But Chalker took it in her stride and responded with a wry smile “No sir. You know me!” To whit even more mirth erupted from the ranks.
Warner let it ride. “Any other questions?”
In response to the silence, “then I’ll see you in the loading dock at 1430. Don’t be late. Dismissed.”
Chalker was the last in line as the troops filed out. “Sgt Chalker can I have a word” said Warner. “How’s your leg?”
“It’s fine. You don’t need to worry on my count. I won’t let you down. But thanks for asking.” She smiled and gave him an intense look into his eyes. Then she turned and jogged to catch up with the rest.
Warner was taken aback with the intensity of Chalker’s look. It reminded him of how Amy had looked at him when they were courting. That was a long time ago and there would be no more of her looks to relish. 
 



Chapter 8. Hermes 1430, 21 April
Warner entered the loading dock still trying to secure his helmet onto his suit. As he finally shifted it into the locked position he swivelled and cast his eye over Whiskey 1. She wasn’t elegant, streamlined or anything approaching nice to look at but she was solid, robust and hopefully would safely bring them all back. He patted her outside hull as he approached the open hatch and said his usual mantra saluting his meditation master, his Guru, before turning and closing the hatch.
 It wasn’t as though he was superstitious but he derived comfort in these little rituals. They helped focus the mind on something positive at a moment when a rational mind would otherwise be full of trepidations if not stressing out. Most of the troopers were used to this behaviour.  Warner was sure that most thought him religious. But religions in general he abhorred. No he was spiritual, not religious. There was a difference.
He couldn’t stand the “fixed in stone” nature of most religions. To him it was ludicrous that we should be bound by rules made thousands of years ago that were based on the customs of their day and which were no longer relevant. The trouble was in Warner’s view that they were not adaptable, not flexible especially on mores like birth control. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in fundamental truths. Far from it. It was just that from his perspective most of the religions were playing lip service to those and focusing too much attention on things which gave them power over others.
He hadn’t always been anti-religious. His parents were devout followers. The smell of incense and candles pervaded his early youth. But he had foregone all of that by the time he was 17. For ten years he had eschewed all things religious. When Amy’s mother died he could barely attend the church service. He noted the depths of sorrow Amy descended to after that and how inconsolable she was. What good had been the Church then?
But a year later Amy had found spirituality in the guise of meditation and yoga. Her life had been turned around and Dave had witnessed the positive effects it had on her. 
When her Guru was visiting their home city a morning reception was organised and Amy asked him to come along and help mind the kids while she assisted the organisers. He went along as requested and he met her Guru. She was a pleasant unassuming woman who smiled at him when he was introduced. He didn’t think anything special of it at the time. 
The reception finished and they returned home for lunch. An hour later Warner had felt very tired and said he would take a nap. Amy knew something unusual had happened as Dave never took naps in the middle of the day. He shut the door to their bedroom and lay down on the bed. It was a strange feeling, not so much fatigue but a really strong pull within. 
He decided instead to sit up on the bed and try to meditate like Amy had shown him. He hadn’t been able to do it before but he felt compelled to try now. He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths. Immediately his inner focus went to this dark but peaceful place. He felt completely at ease there in the void.
Next thing he knew, he was looking through a gun sight scanning the void for some distant target. His focus through the sight kept adjusting in short sharp movements. He could hear an almost mechanical sound as his focus adjusted. 
Then there in the distance he could see an object. It was darker than the void and coming closer. No, it was the sight zooming in. Yes, there it was and he knew in that instance that it was his own heart. The sight adjusted and zeroed in on the centre of his heart. 
Then there was tan almighty explosion, a real metal on metal sound like you would get when inside a heavily armoured battlewagon that had just been hit by canon fire. It was so powerful it threw his head back and then literally threw his whole body off the bed and he landed face down on the floor. He pushed himself back up and sat against the bed and exclaimed loudly “Wow…that’s shaktipat!”
Amy had told him about shaktipat or spiritual awakening and how true gurus could bestow it. He had been very sceptical and had not given any credence to it. But there was no denying this amazing experience. It was as though all his defences had been blown away. His mind was crystal clear.
He decided to sit back on the bed and meditate. This time he slipped straight into meditation. His mind’s eye was filled with wondrous visions and he felt totally blissed. Then he began seeing the faces of all the people he loved and who had loved him. He was overwhelmed by a tremendous gratitude. Tears rolled down so much that by the time he finished meditation an hour and a half later his shirt was drenched. But he felt cleansed, rejuvenated and incredibly light hearted.
When he came back out Amy was preparing dinner. She turned as he told her what happened and her eyes lit up and her face beamed. She was so happy for him. Her wish had been granted. 
From that time on he became the disciple, the follower of his Guru. His life was never the same again. The joy and bliss of the next few years cemented his adherence. He imbibed the teachings of his new faith and became entrenched in the daily practice of meditation. Even on operations he meditated. Especially on operations he meditated. 
And he owed all this to Amy who knew better than he. But now his soul mate was dead. His children were dead and he had no one close left but the Guru. To Warner the Guru was more than just a physical person, it was that connection with the divine energy that manifested everywhere. And he had a real connection. It had borne many trials including the loss of his soul mate and their children. When he needed it most it shone forth the brightest.
Warner found his seat in the warthog and looked around. He knew that he needed that grace now. Like the two wings of the bird, his efforts alone would not be enough. Grace was needed and grace was what he was invoking right now.
The engines roared into life as he switched comms channels on his suit to those of the shuttle. “Parinya we’re all good to go.”
The big bay doors opened and with a roar Cpl Parinya Puket, her slender frame harnessed into a seat designed for a bigger pilot, launched out into a dazzling day. Beta Phi was closer to its sun than was earth. The intensity of light was great. Parinya quickly adjuster her visor, took a bearing from her instruments and pointed the beast for the dark side of the moon ahead.
There were a few looks around the cabin and a couple of comments but most were content to remain silent. They had all conducted assault entries before but not knowing what type of reception you were going to get was always confronting.
They had been lucky about their arrival on the dark side of the moon. There had been no patrol vessels, nor any surveillance sats. So far it appeared they had the element of surprise. That was encouraging.
If they could have seen back towards the Hermes they would have taken comfort from her large black silhouette with the rays of sunlight blasting past her sleek lines. The two retractable gun turrets, with their powerful pulse cannons, one on top and the other below the main superstructure were extended and open for business. Friends were alert and on guard.
Parinya made a final check of the sensor systems. All OK. No detections. She activated passive cloaking. This would mask all electronic and magnetic emissions from their craft making it virtually undetectable. However, it would be still visible to the human eye. For that she needed to turn on active cloaking. However, unlike passive cloaking this would eat into their precious fuel reserves. If they turned it on now they would not have enough fuel for the return trip. 
Normally they would make a grazing approach entering above one of the poles and making a more gradual approach to the LZ. However, this would expose them for the longest period. So they were about to make a bullet run for a point 300 clicks north of Tindel on the far side of the rift valley. There they would bank sharply head south east hugging the outer edge of the rift and make their way to the LZ. It would be a hell of a ride.
A bullet run placed incredible heat stress onto the forward edges of the craft. To help deflect and dissipate this heat Parinya activated the forward shields. This would drain their batteries severely restricting energy supply to other systems including their fire control. So, all in all, this was going to be a hairy ride with just a little stress.
“Hang tight everyone. The big dipper is coming up” taunted Parinya through the intercom. A second later the engines hit overdrive and the shuttle accelerated out past the moon’s horizon. It was a clear day over the northern hemisphere. Hell, it was always a clear day here. Not exactly a desert planet but certainly no lush garden planet either. The colours were brown and red over most of the land mass that dominated the northern hemisphere. To the south the sunlight played across a blue grey ocean. Ice sheets dominated the northern reaches of the planet.
As the shuttle hit the outer atmosphere there was a noticeable effect. Warner glanced around and noticed the bouncing shoulders as shudders swept through the craft. Riley and Bridgewater, the two gunners in the insertion team, were still exchanging war stories. They were a right pair. Brian Riley was a big man with a big gun and he was a real joker. Dakota Bridgewater was short and stocky. She knew she was the best gunner in the detachment and so did everyone else. She was very competitive, tended to be a little serious at times and Riley just loved baiting her. They were an item. Everyone else knew that too but they went through the pretence that there was nothing going on. They were a likeable couple and so everyone else humoured them.
A sudden jolt signalled the transition into the lower atmosphere. By now the noise was deafening. It was pointless trying to use the intercom. A light flashed on Warner’s suit console on his left arm. This told him they were two minutes from their next leg. He turned his head to ensure everyone was bracing themselves for the turn. They were.
Then it began. Parinya willed the craft into its right bank. They were now 15,000m above ground level and descending rapidly. The banking was designed to reduce speed as well as change direction. But the craft had absorbed an incredible amount of heat. The inner temperature was climbing but still within acceptable limits. Parinya didn’t want to contemplate how hot it was on the outside surface.
There it was - the outer rift valley. She adjusted her trajectory and brought the craft down into a steeper descent. They had to get below the ridge line as soon as possible. The rift valley was deep by earth standards. The ridge was over five kilometres high in places. So there was plenty of room. No nap of the earth flying required. However she had to keep the craft in the shadow of the ridge to reduce the possibility of visual detection. So she edged closer to the ridge wall. It was now flashing past just over 100m away. She decelerated to under mach 1 so as to reduce the noise level.
A glance at the map view indicated the next waypoint at just over 100 clicks. At their current speed she would reach that in just over ten minutes. For the first time since their descent she stole a quick glance back at her charges. She caught Warner’s eye and gave him a reassuring nod then returned her focus forward.
Warner was sitting next to Sgt Emilio Shavez, the Bravo team leader. He was pushing back his dark hair even though it was closely cropped. Warner patted his knee and gave the thumbs up. Emilio leaned closer and raising his voice above the roar of the engines said “hell of a ride, hey Sir?” 
Warner nodded back with a smile, remembering a similar run in on a previous op when he was with Special Forces. By relative standards this wasn’t that bad. But bullet runs are always risky affairs and he didn’t want to take anything away from Emilio’s sense of satisfaction at having passed the ordeal. He leaned back toward Emilio. “We should be there in 20. Pass it on.”
Fifteen minutes later Warner unbuckled and shuffled up behind the pilot’s seat. He wanted a closer look so he could assist with choosing the LZ. He didn’t want to go too close to the tailing mounds in case they were spotted. But he didn’t want to waste time foot slogging either.
They were flying at 2,000m altitude. Parinya was already decelerating. She pointed to the waypoint on the map. Zoomed in and highlighted a spot on the reverse slope of a small rise. It was pretty open, but so was everything for over 200kms. At least it was masked from view from the tailing mounds to the south. Warner looked up through the warthog’s window trying to make it out even though it was over 20 clicks away. 
Parinya throttled back to just over 200 kph, leaned over and hit a button on the central console. This fired the retro rockets, albeit angled gently. She then decelerated further on the forward main thrusters allowing the retros to take up more of the load. They were slowing down dramatically now. Warner tapped the pilot’s shoulder. Gave her the thumbs up and shuffled back to his seat. He re-fixed his harness and turned around to the rest of the team with two fingers up.
There was a lot of shuffling in the cabin as each member went through their last minute check of equipment, making sure all gear was secure and their weapon was in their grasp. At least they didn’t have to seal their helmets. Emilio was turning around now making sure his gunners were ready to make the initial dash out of the craft. 
Trooper Alain Favre hit the release on his turret. He was all focus now. He swept away his thin blond hair from his eyes and pulled down the goggles that were slaved to the gun’s sighting system. Now, what he looked at was where the guns would fire. His green eyes adjusted their focus. They looked down to his legs and he was thankful he was vertically challenged. It was a tight squeeze to fit his lean muscular frame into the housing. 
The powerful hydraulics forced the turret to rise. When the 30mm pulse cannon was clear of its recess in the top of the craft. He began checking the rotation from left to right. All appeared good. They were ready.
 



Chapter 9. East of Tindel 1630, 21 April
Parinya pulled up the craft and began descending. They were less than 50m above the ground. This was their most vulnerable moment. Favre was doing a 360 degree scan. There were no alarms firing. The green light came on before they hit the ground. The hatch door opened automatically and like a well-oiled machine the team members began piling out. 
First in line was Dakota Bridgewater, a solid strong woman whose crew cut often gave the wrong impression about her sexual preferences. She and her quanto rapid fire pulse gun barely squeezed through the door. Despite her big biceps she was fit and fast. She was so quick the craft was still a few centre metres above the ground. She dashed 10 metres to the right and hit the ground bringing her quanto to bear along her gaze as she scanned the area southwards. 
Brian Riley with the other quanto was right behind her heading to the left. He hit the ground and scanned north. Emilio was next heading straight forward. As soon as he was down he was turning around ensuring the rest of the team were deploying to their allotted positions in the semi-circle arc. Warner was last out. He went to ground a metre away from Emilio. He raised his pulse gun and began a detailed scan of the area through his sniper sights.
Two minutes passed before he was satisfied. He tapped Emilio on the shoulder, indicated the bearing southwards with his rifle and waved him forward. Cpl Dai Shu was already on her feet and stretching out. She had obviously been pre-assigned to lead scout. 
Dai was just under average height. She had her dark brown hair cut short but avoided the butch look. As a teenager her natural compassion and good humour has seen a smile almost perpetually on her face. Years of hard service had tempered that. 
Dakota dropped in 20 paces behind her, scanning right. Emilio was next scanning left, followed by Warner. The rest of the team dovetailed in behind each scanning their respective arcs. Sue Chalker was tail end Charlie. It took a good three minutes to shake out into the staggered column formation. With 20 paces between each member the column stretched for over 100m. It was open country and they didn’t want to lose the whole team to a single bust from a pulse gun.
Dai propped at the top of the mound. Everyone else followed suit, still scanning their allotted arcs. Emilio and Warner moved up next to Dai. She was pointing towards what looked like a building about a kilometre away. Warner took a good look through his scope. 
It was open undulating country. The odd copse of trees but mainly low scrub and grade 4 grazing fields through which a dry creek bed had carved out a scar on the landscape. Dave could smell the dry earth. It had been weeks since it rained. The coming summer was not going to be kind to this place.
There it was – an all terrain vehicle. It would be a tight squeeze for all of them but in the absence of anything more suitable it would serve.
The question was how to secure it without being observed. It was still late afternoon. The sun was shining and visibility was good. There was a slight gulley off to the right but it meant that the last 100m or so would be very exposed. It was better than any other approach. Warner moved closer to Emilio. “We’ll approach right along the gulley till it peters out. That location will be your base of fire. Then scout over to the building and secure the vehicle.”
“I’m on it.” Emilio was all concentration now. He relayed his brief instructions over the net and within a few minutes they were again on the move.  A slight wind was blowing from the west kicking up dust. It was dry as and soon Warner’s mouth was parched. There was plenty of sting still in the sun.
Emilio had already deployed his gunners as Warner arrived at the base of fire position. Emilio said “Buster and I will scout forward. I’ll call Dai and Sue forward once we have reached the building. You right to stay here till we’ve secured the vehicle?”
“Sure. I got your back” replied Warner. Dai and Sue were already prone and ready to fire. Warner did likewise.
With a wave of his hand Cpl Buster Williams moved towards the building at a steady pace. Buster wasn’t the heaviest man around but he was trying to walk as lightly as he could. He had the focus of a technician, for in part he was. He was no longer the slightly built nerd that had signed up all those years ago. The muscles that flexed in his arm as he gripped the stock of his rifle testified to that. His face was set with a determination that was the hallmark of this veteran. He could flash a warm smile with the best of them but right now was not the time.
Emilio was 20 paces behind. About 30m from the building Buster dropped to the ground. Emilio did the same. “Heard something” said Buster over the net.
“What?” queried Emilio.
“Not sure. Sounds like we have someone here.”
“OK we have to deal with them. Move to that door and I’ll cover you.”
“Roger that.”
Buster rose slowly his rifle raised ready to fire. Glancing down to the ground as he positioned each step, careful to avoid making any noise, he made his way towards the door. He swivelled his back to the wall on the right hand side of the door, shouldered his rifle, taking his pistol in his left hand he beckoned Emilio to come forward. When Emilio arrived he took up position to the left, rifle at the port position. He then called Dai and Sue forward on the net. 
When they were about ten metres away they knelt facing the door. Buster moved his right hand to the door release and looked to Emilio to get the go ahead. Emilio nodded. Buster hit the release, the door slid open. It was completely dark inside. All windows were shuttered. The strong smell of hay pervaded the space. But then they heard the noise.
Buster rolled right and Emilio went left. Buster ran into a bench a metre in, hitting his left knee in the process. He wanted to curse but held his tongue. Emilio found no cover at all that he could see. “Going thermal” said Emilio ever so quietly. Buster did likewise. Immediately there were heat signatures all around them. Big heat signatures. As his eyes adjusted Emilio realised what they were and couldn’t help himself chuckle. “Cows!” he said over the net. Warner let out a short soft laugh. 
Emilio and Buster emerged back out of the building. Emilio motioned Dai and Sue to scout to the far end of the big shed. Once there Dai reported “All clear. I can see the vehicle.”
“Stay there. We’ll go round the other side.”
Once there Emilio gave the all clear too. He ordered Dai and Sue to take up overwatch positions while he gave the go ahead for the gunners to join them. Warner tagged along quite relieved that cows were the only other living things here. As he walked he found himself wondering how on earth they could sustain cows in this dry place. When he got to the shed he took a look in with his thermal sights and noted a trough of water next to the feed trough. He still didn’t know where the water came from but didn’t have time to waste.
By the time he got out Buster had the vehicle engine running and it was up to Warner to throw his backpack in the back and squeeze next to Emilio in the front cabin with his rifle between his knees. He took off his helmet and placed that on the floor out of sight. Now he wished they had all bought civvies. Oh well they would just have to pray they didn’t run into too many other vehicles out here. 
Buster had his console out with a satmap image of the area. He had marked out a route and showed it to Emilio and Warner. Basically it followed the track into Tindel. Warner pointed to a point short of the town and said “we’ll stop here and take a look.”
“Got it” said Buster. He gunned the engine and headed westward along the track. 
Warner leaned over towards the driver and said “No need to race. We don’t want to draw any attention to ourselves.”
Buster nodded and eased off the accelerator. They cruised along up a gentle rise, came to an intersection and turned right. Another vehicle, a large mining truck was heading towards them. Emilio warned those in the back. Warner tried to look his nonchalant best while at the same time his heartbeat quickened. Did they recognise this vehicle? Miners and farmers don’t usually mix, so unlikely. He relaxed a little. The big vehicle went past them in a rush. A huge dust plume engulfed the vehicle. Buster instinctively slowed down a little to cope with the poor visibility. The mining vehicle didn’t stop. They continued on.
The sun was starting to settle towards the horizon as they approached Tindel a few minutes later. Buster pulled over off the track near a rock outcrop. Warner and Emilio got out. Warner had removed the sight from his rifle and was now scanning the small town from just under a kilometre. It was indeed a small town. Hamlet or village would have been a more apt description. The track they were on joined another larger track a few hundred metres ahead. It then became the main road into town. There were no more than 30 or so buildings, including several two storey establishments near the centre and a row of large sheds on the far side. There were three cross streets but you couldn’t really say the town was laid out in a grid or anything that reflected town planning. No it had just grown up over time higgledy-piggledy.
Warner focused on the centre of town trying to scope out the tavern. There it was, replete with a weathered sign of sorts. The wind was increasing and the dust blew through town. There was virtually no one on the streets. That worried Warner. Maybe the weather but maybe things were not as they should be. 
The main road ran east west. Across the main road from the tavern were three two storey buildings. Next to the tavern on the westward side was a big parking lot with several mining trucks and a couple of all-terrain vehicles. It looked like it could hold a lot more vehicles. On the eastern side were two single storey buildings. What they were, Warner couldn’t make out.
Handing the scope to Emilio he said “Take a look. The tavern’s down there next to the parking lot. Those two storey buildings might prove useful. We should check them out.”
“Are we just going to drive in?” queried Emilio. 
“Guess so, but we’ll chuck a right at the second cross street and try and gain entry from the rear. It will be dusk soon. Let’s wait here for another twenty and then head out. Is that enough time for you to devise a plan and brief the others?”
“Yeh, no worries.”
“In the meantime I’ll keep watching.”
Emilio went back to the vehicle.
A few minutes later, several people came out onto the streets. One got into a vehicle and drove westwards out of town. Another made their way into one of the single storey buildings east of the tavern. They emerged a few minutes later. Probably a shop of some descript, thought Warner. Ok so this looks normal end of the day type activity. Warner felt more at ease. 
He made his way back to the vehicle and climbed in. He looked at Emilio. “We right to go?”
“Sure.”



Chapter 10. Tindel 1800, 21 April
Buster kicked life back into the vehicle and they headed into town doing a modest 60kph. Warner was scanning left, Emilio scanning right. They didn’t encounter anyone till approaching the second cross street. The two people on the side of the road didn’t even look at them. They were engrossed in some discussion. The sound of laughter pursued them as they made their right turn and then Buster pulled over to the left 50m along. The nearest building was 20m back. 
There wasn’t any real vegetation except for some low lying scrub that looked pretty hardy. Hell it had to be out here. So there was no cover at all just dirt, small stones and bigger rocks.
Emilio spoke into his communicator and Dai and Sue got out of the back. They made their way in the soft fading light towards the back of the first two storey house. They could hear voices, so they went to the next. No voices, no lights, no indication of activity. Dai went closer, ascertained that the rear door was locked. Sue leapfrogged past her to the left side entrance. It was a big delivery door, capable of allowing large vehicles to enter. The sign at the entrance said Waco’s Plumbing. 
Sue reported in “Looks like a plumbing service centre or something. No one is here now. Do you want us to gain entry?”
“Wait one. I’m coming to join you. Riley, you’re with me.” Emilio wasted no time in dismounting. Brian Riley rolled out the back adjusting his quanto as he did so. They closed up on the building staying in the shadow on the eastern side. The building was made of the same prefab slabs that adorned the rest of them in this street. ‘Some developer doing it on the cheap and making good money’ thought Emilio. He twitched his nose at the strong smell of lubricants. 
Five minutes later Emilio called in. “Building secure. Buster bring the vehicle around to the side entrance and drive right in.”
Ten minutes later Sue and Warner were scanning the tavern entrance and parking lot from a window in a change room upstairs. The tavern was another of the two storey buildings but with a fake wood façade. Unlike every other building in town it had an actual awning that extended along the front and the side adjacent to the car park.
The place was pretty filthy but beggars can’t be choosers. There were a few more vehicles in the car park now. A couple of people had entered the tavern, miners by the look of their attire.
“Can you hear that sound and feel that vibration?” Warner asked Sue. 
“Yeh. It sounds like some kind of machinery. Maybe a pump.”
“Of course. There must be a pump house extracting water from some artesian basin. Probably in those large sheds over there” said Warner pointing to the far side of town. 
By now the sun had set and it was starting to get dark. There wasn’t any street lighting - nothing so sophisticated. There was a lamp on the outside of the tavern near the front door, but that was all. There was still enough light to see but they had to hurry.
Sue began changing into her civvies while Warner kept his eyes on the tavern. When she was done she said “You can turn around now.” As he did so, she asked “not too flashy?” 
“No, not flashy, but nice nonetheless. I reckon you’ll do” and he gave her a smile. “You got the sensor pack?”
“Here it is” handing it to Warner. He took out the sound array which looked like piece of clear tape with one solid grey edge.  “May I?” he asked, motioning towards the collar of her blouse. 
“Be my guest” and she smiled as he affixed the tape under her collar. He then took what looked like a pen from the pack and flicking a switch on it passed it over the grey edge. The edge changed colour to an olive green. He pulled out the small console from the pack and set the frequency to an alternate channel that could be accessed on their internal net. He didn’t want to use the main channel as this may get too busy. There would just be him and Sue on this channel.
“OK let’s try it. Walk outside and down the corridor. Then start talking in your normal voice and make your way back here.”
She did so and Warner confirmed that he could hear her. When she arrived back, he took out the “eyes on” devices. These looked like small badges. “Blue or red?” he asked.
“Blue” she responded. “Goes with my eyes!” she added. 
Sure enough they did. Warner looked into her blue-grey eyes. Even in the fading light he could see they were smiling at him. He smiled back. “So they do! Here fix this to the outside of your blouse. If I may be so bold I would recommend here” pointing above her left breast pocket.
She affixed the badge and he used the pen again to activate it. He turned to his console on his left arm, made some settings and lo and behold there was the back of his head on the screen. “Looks good! You’ve’ got your comms set to silent?”
“Yes”.
“Set your dead-switch to vibrate and stick it in your trouser pocket. One buzz means yes, two means no. If I see Manger, I’ll buzz three times. Four buzzes means get the hell out of there. Understood?”
“Understood!” she confirmed.
“Now remember try not to stand out. If anyone asks you what you’re doing there tell them you’re up from Niku to meet a prospective business partner. You’re thinking of setting up a vehicle maintenance centre. Avoid getting into conversations. When you enter try and pan around the place. He may already be in there. If he’s not, try and sit so you can cover the front door. But he may come in from another entrance, so keep your wits about you.”
“Right!”
“Money?”
“Check!”
“Pistol?”
“Check!” she turned and patted the small of her back. Her blouse was billowed out covering the pistol from sight.
“What if I spot trouble?”
“Buzz four times and leave. Make your way back here. Best to make your way around the back, but if things go pear-shaped, just head straight over here. If we have been compromised, make your way to the rock outcrop we stopped at before entering the town. We’ll RV there as soon as we can. Are you right to go to work?”
“Yeh I’m ready.” Warner noted the serious demeanour. This was it. Poker face on. Senses alert. Brain on overdrive. He knew her adrenalin was rising.
“Remember, stay calm. You may need to be in there for several hours. I’ll be listening and watching. The rest of the team is here to back you up.”
“Thanks.” She turned and disappeared into the now dark corridor. Warner heard her steps and then the elevator. He switched channels and advised “It’s show time folks.”
“Almost forgot” he said to himself and reached for the communicator in his bum pack. He set a one minute alarm on his console and opened the channel to the warthog.
“Parinya, we’re about to go in.”
“Sir, understood. There’s an urgent message from the XO. ‘Snitch fired.’”
“Shit” exclaimed Warner.
“Sir, what’s happening?”
“Trouble. I can’t keep this open much longer. Relay back this message to the XO. ‘Extreme caution. Keep Pug close. Will expedite.’ Got it?”
“Extreme caution. Keep Pug close. Will expedite.”
“Stay alert Parinya and be ready to move. Out.”
‘Damm it’ thought Warner. Manger better be in there now. OK he had to remain calm. He decided not to tell anyone else on the team about the message or its significance. They had to stay focussed on the task at hand and so had he. He found himself silently repeating his mantra. As he did so his mind became clearer. His heart beat reduced and he returned to the window. He raised the sight and switched to thermal. He did a 180 scan. Nothing untoward stood out. He kept the console below the window line and turned on the display. 
Sue was crossing the road. Her jacket was under her arm and her shoulder bag bounced lightly on her hip. She looked every inch the business person on a recce. She made her way through the front doors. The smell of cheese and broad beans mixed with the unmistakeable smell of wheat beer. ‘A pub by any other name’ thought Sue.
She looked right and swept left. There were around a dozen people in the main bar area. Four people were seated and eating at a table on the right. Another couple were at the bar. There was only one guy behind the bar. Another three people to the left were deep in some discussion. One man was sitting at a table on the left, casting his eyes around the room. He certainly noticed Sue as she entered. 
Sitting in what went for a lounge were another couple, man and woman, drinks in hand and looking quite relaxed. Apart for the woman at the lounge Sue was the only other women in the place. Typical for a mining town thought Warner.
But there was no Manger. Sue motioned towards the tables on the right. She picked up a menu and took the opportunity to get a closer look at the people seated at the table on the right. Warner hit the buzzer twice. Sue went to the bar and asked how long was dinner being served. The barman advised her that she better order soon. She turned back towards the two men at the bar. Warner again hit the buzzer twice. She then made her way to a table on the left. She placed her jacket over one of the chairs allowing a good look at the people at the nearby table and lounge. Again Warner hit the buzzer twice. As she sat down facing back towards the door “eyes on” took in the single man seated. Another two buzzes.
Sue studied the menu a bit. By the sigh in her voice she wasn’t impressed. Maybe she thought she could actually get some real food, thought Warner. Three months on Fleet rations will do that to you. The guy at the next table excused himself and advised that she would have to order from the bar. They didn’t do table service here. She politely thanked him and made her way to the bar and placed her order for beef tortillas. Maybe they weren’t dairy cows but beef cattle back in the shed near the LZ. That would make more sense thought Warner.
Sue also ordered a drink, swiped her credit card and returned to the table. There she waited and waited and waited. Whoever was doing the cooking they were not fast. Finally after 30 minutes a plate of tortillas was presented. It looked OK but Sue let out a gasp on her first bite. The guy in the next table was feeling more emboldened and said “you should have asked them to go easy on the chilli”. Sue took several sips from her drink and pushed the plate forward. She sat back holding her drink and taking in the entrance.
By this time Warner was getting impatient. Emilio came up to see if Warner was OK and to offer him an energy drink. Warner doused it down, thanked him and Emilio departed without any further comment. Warner glanced at the console again. No change. He pulled the communicator out of the bum pack and made contact with Parinya. She had no more news but did confirm that his message had been relayed. While retaining his vision on the display he stuffed the communicator back in the bum pack. 
Just then a blast from the past walked in through the tavern door. Art Simons, codename Manger, made a slow pan around the tavern with his brown eyes without giving any reaction. He was tall but not a giant, dark hair, strong face with a square jaw.
Warner hit the buzzer three times. Sue tried not to react but her heart just went into overdrive. She forced herself to keep her hands on her drink and not to stare at the new customer. She took a long, slow, deep breath. She had already decided she wasn’t going to approach him straight away. Even if he left, the rest of the team would pick him up outside. 
Manger made his way to the bar. From there he ordered a drink and turned around to once again scan the room’s occupants. After a few minutes, Sue decided that this was the time. She took another deep breath, rose from her chair and walked over to Manger at the bar. 
“Excuse me. Are you the rep from Schillers Ridge?”
Manger was immediately struck by the mention of Schillers Ridge. How could he forget it? But he was aware that others were watching. Such memories would have to wait. “Yes I am. Can I join you?”
“Please do” responded Sue.  
Manger was scanning the room as he proceeded to the table. He moved to the far side of the table and sat with his back to the wall. He opened his jacket at the top and then leaned over and asked “I presume you are in contact with our mutual friend?”
“Yes I am.”
“Why is he not here?”
“Complications. But I can take you to him.”
“Nearby?”
“Yes.”
“Finish your meal. Then we’ll go. It will look normal.”
“No, I can’t. Too spicy for me.”
“Fair enough. After you!” 
“Sure just let me get my bag. I need to make sure it’s all OK.”
Warner understood straight away. He switched channels and advised the team that they were coming out. “Is everything clear?” he asked. One by one they all reported in. It was clear.
“Emilio, make sure there’s someone on the side door to let them in.” Back he went to the remote channel. His right hand reached for his rifle. He had already reaffixed the sight. He brought the rifle up to the window and switched to thermal vision. He knew that the rest of team were focussed on outside so he remained glued to the display. But he wanted firepower close to hand. He hit the buzzer just once and hoped that Sue would interpret that as all clear.
She did. She stood up putting on her jacket and shoulder bag and started moving.  
Manger stood and moved his head in a slow motion from right to left. His right hand was deep in his jacket pocket. Outside the door the lamp made a poor effort of lighting the streetscape. Sue’s eyes were trying to adjust while at the same time she was straining to pick out any potential threats in the street. It all looked clear. 
Manger came through the door and moved to the left away from the lamp. Sue turned and he again said “After you!” 
Warner gave up on the display, but kept listening to the audio. He put his rifle into his shoulder and scanned the street with the thermal sight. Nothing, except for Sue and Manger. Thank god for that. 



Chapter 11. Tindel 1915, 21 April
Buster opened the side door and first Sue then Manger entered.  Warner was in the shadows of the loading dock watching, his pistol drawn. Buster closed the door. Dai turned on her rifle torch and pointed towards Warner’s feet. The reflected light spilled across his torso and face, enough for Manger to recognise his old special ops buddy.
The relief showed immediately as Manger’s shoulders relaxed. For the first time in months he was amongst friends. “Dave, don’t you trust me you bastard.”
“Wasn’t sure, Art. We got stung pretty bad on Josker.”
“Yes I’m sorry. We were both stiched up on Josker. I barely made it out alive. I hope you didn’t lose anyone.”
“Seven. The whole team bar one.”
“Shit I’m sorry Dave. I was tipped off an hour before the meet. I had no means of making contact. I lit out straight away.”
“Who knew about that meeting?”
“Only my contact on Josker and I can vouch for her. In any event she’s dead now. She was gunned down saving me. God it has all turned to shit.”
“Yes it’s not looking pretty. So what did you want to tell us?”
“The attack on New Hammersley, it wasn’t the Alliance.”
“WHAT! What do you mean it wasn’t the Alliance?”
“I made contact with a high ranking source in their military command and he reassures me that they didn’t launch the attack. “
“So what. Do you believe that?”
“I do, now that I have seen this.” Manger raised a memory stick. “This has a complete rundown of all their ships’ locations at the time of the attack. I’ve studied it. It looks genuine. We know the attack was launched from a space craft. It can’t be them.”
“We’ve got company coming down the street, heading in from the West. I count eight no nine troops heading this way” roared Brian Riley over the net.
“Shit” yelled Warner.
“I didn’t do this” bleated Manger. “I have not betrayed you.”
Warner looked at his old friend. He saw a man near to breaking. The tension and stress were etched in his face. Softly Warner said “I know Art. Don’t worry.” And then loudly he called out “Emilio, buy me some time to call in the cavalry. I need Buster on the vehicle.”
“Roger that. Riley light ‘em up” barked Emilio. 
The relative quiet erupted into a cacophony as the quanto let rip a ten round bust. It tore into the centre of mass of the moving column with some rounds impacting on the adjacent building. The twang of the impacts were clearly audible inside their building. 
“Bridgewater, any movement to the south and east?” 
“No all clear this way.”
“They’re flanking to the north” cried out Riley. He was now laying down shorter bursts trying to suppress the enemy’s movement.
“Bridgewater, right rear ground level. Cover the rear to the west.”
“I’m on it.” replied Bridgewater.
“Buster, get the vehicle going” Warner called out. “Sue gather up the packs and chuck them into the back. Dai, it’s time to leave them something to remember us by. Just leave a pathway clear out the back.”
“You got it” replied Dai. There was a note of prospective glee in her voice. Warner smiled. He liked people who liked their work.
Buster was already running to the vehicle. He didn’t bother to reply, nor did Sue, who went straight for Warner’s backpack. But he stopped her. “Leave it. I need it.”
“Art, get in the back of the vehicle.”
Warner then took the communicator out of his bum pack and hailed “Parinya, we’re engaged with enemy troops in the town. Come pick us up at grid…” there was a slight pause while he looked at the console display and found the map reference… “691, 824. It’s a small rise 500m east of the town. Be there asap and ready to support. Advise Hermes we have the package and are on our way. I’ll keep this channel open from now on.” 
“Roger that. We are oscar mike (on the move).”
Warner attached the communicator to his belt, grabbed his rifle and backpack and headed for the vehicle. 
Just then two quick shots rang out from the lane. Warner heard a thud followed by a scream from Sue. He dropped the pack and bringing his rifle to his hip, charged forward. Another shot fired this time from near the vehicle, then another from back down the lane. Manger was engaging whoever was down the lane.
“Dai” yelled Warner, “we need you here now.” It was debatable whether she heard that with the Riley’s pulse guns firing all the while and there was now a sporadic fire coming into the building from the west.
Warner reached the door. He glanced left. Sue was down. He wasn’t sure if she was still alive. Manger was also on the ground out in the laneway returning fire from behind a slight rise in the ground. He was further to the left. He was also very exposed. It was only a matter of time before he too would be hit.  Warner didn’t have any thermal gear on but he stuck out his head to have a quick look. Whoever it was, they were about 20 metres away pressed up against the wall. Warner reached into his front pouch and retrieved a grenade. Armed it and hurled it towards the assailant. 
It exploded. The firing stopped. Warner charged out and fired a long burst from his rifle. There was no response. He hit the light on his rifle. There on the ground with his guts ripped apart was the man at the table from the tavern. He was no more.
“What happened?” Dai asked sucking in the air as she decelerated. 
“Interference…It’s Sue.”
Dai pushed Warner aside, bent over and rolled Sue over. Her left leg was gushing blood. Dai applied pressure, reached into her front pouch and retrieved a dressing. Turning to Manger, who looked like he was still in shock, she said in a voice not to be argued with “Here hold this and keep the pressure up.”
With the adroitness of one who had done this a thousand times before, she cut off her trouser leg, secured the dressing and applied a tourniquet. Chalker had been shot in her left leg, again.  She was unconscious but she was still alive.
Warner left Dai and Manger to lift her into the back of the vehicle. He switched channels to the local net and said “Emilio, it’s time to go.”
“They’re too close. We’ll delay here.”
“OK but meet us back at the rock outcrop we stopped at on the way in. The cavalry will be there waiting for us.”
“Sounds good.”
“Sue’s wounded…bad. I’m taking Buster, Dai, Sue and Manger. No heroics. OK?”
“No heroics. Got to go.” More gunfire echoed from the storey above.
Warner got in the front passenger’s seat and to an anxious looking Buster said “to the rock outcrop via the back way. Let’s go.” Buster started moving turning left into the lane. He kept the lights off and had his thermals on. He came to the end of the building block and turned right. Just then a flare went up blinding everyone wearing thermals. Buster hit the brakes sharply. There was a scream from Dai in the back and some expletives reminding him that he had a wounded passenger.
Gunfire erupted from the west, now at the back of the house. It appeared the enemy was launching a flank assault. Bridgewater’s quanto went into action. Despite being outnumbered she was not outgunned with the rapid firing pulse gun. 
“Dakota , covering fire. We’re pulling back from the building.” Emilio directed over the net. 
Buster took off his thermals and hit the accelerator. The vehicle was charging cross country over the dry stony surface, leaving a plume of dust behind it. Under the fading flare this caught the attention of the attackers who started directing fire their way. Buster started zig-zagging to throw them off. Everyone in the vehicle was being buffeted. Dai had given up pleading with Buster to slow down.
“Dakota, we’re down and covering. Pull back” cried Emilio. Brian’s quanto lit up the night with a blazing burst that struck the attacking line from its half left. Another automatic pulse gun started firing from the attacker’s right. They had finally brought up their gun into a fire support position. Theirs was a slower firing weapon but it soon was changing the balance of power.
Buster was now over 500 metres from the firing. He turned half right, slowed down a little and headed for the slight rise that marked their rendezvous (RV). 
Two explosions occurred in quick succession. From the back of the vehicle Art looked up to watch the effects of Dai’s earlier handiwork. Dai was too busy with her patient now to give any thought to the mines that had just exploded. Later she could savour a little pleasure.
“Sarg, I’m down and covering” called out Dakota.
“Pulling back now” Emilio’s voice seemed calmer. The mines had ripped the heart out of the assault line. The enemy’s fire was slackening.
Buster pulled up at the rock outcrop. Warner got out and went to the back and asked after Sue. Dai was shaking her head “It’s not looking good, Sir. She’s gone into a coma. I’ve drugged her and done all I can for now. We need to get her back to the Hermes asap.”
Warner switched channels just as the sound of the warthog could be heard. He turned east to see the warthog’s exhaust light up the sky. She would be here in under a minute. So he didn’t bother to call. Instead he turned his attention to the battle on the edge of town. The firing had slackened and Emilio was only two hundred metres away. Dakota was even closer and on the move. 
“Warner this is Whiskey 1” Parinya’s voice cut in. “We’re approaching the RV. Is that you down there?”
“Affirmative. We have a casualty and we’re still waiting on part of the team. Bring her down.”
The warthog’s retros brought her in. Dai and Manger carried Sue’s bloodied body into the craft. Dai immediately hooked Sue up to a drip taken from the warthog’s medi-kit. She had lost a lot of blood and Dai didn’t think she would make it. Manger slumped into a seat. A combination of exhaustion and stress from the immediate battle and the rigors of the previous months had left him gutted. Dai looked across at him, made the mental assessment that he too was hors de combat. There was nothing much more that she could do for either of them. So she came back out, rifle in hand. She approached Warner who was scanning the area below towards the town where Emilio’s delaying action was playing out. “We need to go soon if we are to have any hope of saving her.”
Warner nodded slowly. “Right” he responded. “Emilio, break contact and get yourselves over here now. Alain, provide covering fire.”
The roar of the 30mm cannon was deafening. Its fire raked the hillside. All enemy return fire ceased.
“You heard the man, let’s go” said Emilio. Dakota was now only 50 metres away. She was huffing and puffing when she came up past Warner. She had a huge grin on her face. Brian came past next, his shoulder was bloodied with a crude dressing taped over it. The strain of carrying the quanto with a wounded arm was showing. But he too felt good about what he had just achieved. Dai went with him to the craft.
“C’mon Emilio” yelled Warner. The Bravo team leader was moving as fast as his aching legs could go. But fire and movement over 700 metres is exhausting even without the added stress of return fire. 
Warner patted him on the back as he came past. “Well done Emilio. Now let’s get the hell out of here.”
Warner closed the hatch, made his way up to the front seat behind the pilot. Patted her on the shoulder and Parinya fired the retros to the max, while banking sharply to the right. Alain’s turret was adjusting to keep a bead on the battle zone but it was soon just a series of small dots below.
“How long till we dock?” Warner asked Parinya over the net.
“About forty five” replied Parinya as the warthog’s nose lifted and the rear thrusters took over the challenge of powering the craft upwards. Warner was so glad to be leaving that behind. He glanced back along the cabin. The smell of sweat, blood and anaesthetic filled the hold. There was a real mixture of emotions written on the faces of the team. Dakota was still on a high. Not even Brian’s injury was robbing her of that. “It was just a flesh wound” she said. Even Brian smiled, so his injury couldn’t have been all that bad. Art Simons had his head bowed in his arms – not a good sign. Dai was the concerned mother, holding the drip that was keeping Sue alive. Sue was on a stretcher on the floor with a blanket over her. She was out to it. In a coma Dai said. Warner had seen that look before. He knew that the chances of a successful outcome weren’t good. Emilio was leaning on Buster’s shoulder. He was physically done in. Buster looked OK, neither smiling nor frowning. Not quite the blank stare but you could tell that his thoughts were elsewhere. Probably recalling the close shave they had just had.
Warner again looked down at Sue and started replaying events. How could I have managed this better? I should have ensured the lane was covered. In fact, it had been until Emilio moved Dakota to cover the back. It wasn’t his fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. Shit like this happens in war. But they were definitely tipped off. The guy in the tavern had been alerted. ‘How are we going to trap this bastard?’ thought Warner. 
“Bogeys coming in” cried Parinya. “Going over to active cloak. Missiles away…fuck! Deploying countermeasures.”
The shock hit Warner like cold water over a man asleep. He knew too well to intervene. Parinya needed to focus on the challenges at hand. He shuffled forward to look over her shoulder. He could see the two red icons on the screen and the smaller red lines of the two missiles fired. They were over 1000km away but at Mach 25 they could close that in under two minutes against a stationary target. But the warthog was anything but stationary.
Parinya gunned the warthog’s engines and shifted to the max speed possible given the angle of attack. She had to try and increase overall separation while at the same time try and achieve escape velocity into space. After one minute, Parinya realised that the missiles were gaining on her. They probably had fuel for only a few minutes more burn. But at the current progress that would suffice. She got a lock onto the first enemy missile and fired her own Storm missile. The warthog only carried two of these. A few seconds later she had released the second one at the other enemy missile. 
The Storm arced a full 180 over a ten click turn and bore down on the approaching enemy missiles. With each pair moving at Mach 25 they would close the gap in under a minute. Time stood still for Parinya. Her eyes were glued to the display. She knew the enemy missiles would deploy their own countermeasures and try and avoid or deflect the oncoming hostiles. But the Storms were state of the art with their own smarts. They detected the first bogey signals and dismissed them. Their hardened shields, resisted the burst of close range emp and then they exploded as their proximity fuse determined the enemy missiles were within lethal range. The missile tracks disappeared from the screen. The enemy fighters were pursuing but unable to match the warthog’s speed. The battle was over.
Warner patted Parinya on the shoulder and said over the net “good work corporal. You’ve just earned yourself a third stripe.” Parinya tried to smile but the stress still had hold. She shuddered the upper part of her body back into her seat. She had been completely unaware that for the entire engagement she had been leaning over as if to get closer to the screen. She scanned the display again, noted her current trajectory and speed. Then she saw her energy levels. The active cloak had been draining them at a prodigious rate. She deactivated it. It had been activated too late anyway and there was nothing the enemy fighters could do about it now.
The warthog was leaving the atmosphere now. Parinya decelerated a little. She had to conserve her fuel as well. The engagement had burned up a lot. She checked the charts and locked in the auto-pilot for the last waypoint to Hermes. Only then did she make an audible sigh. “20 minutes to docking” she advised over the net.
Warner’s heart rate too had returned to normal. But before he could return to his mission analysis, Hermes hailed the warthog. “It’s the XO for you Sir” said Parinya “patching it through now”.
“Sir, we’ve just received a message from our probe. It’s detected multiple ships entering warp speed from Alpha Phi” There was a tension in Rihan’s voice. “Could be corvettes or it could be the Wasp. ETA likely to be four hours.”
“Acknowledged. We should dock in under 20. Have the doc ready to receive Chalker. She’s in a coma. Shot in the leg at close range. Lost a lot of blood. Stabilised but needs urgent treatment.”
“Roger that. Do you have Manger?”
“Yes we do and another even bigger problem. I’ll advise on arrival. Out.”
‘Yes, that other problem’ thought Warner. If the Alliance wasn’t responsible for New Hammersley, then who, or what, was. What are the possibilities? Could it have been another Federation ship? As far as he knew the Hermes was the only one in the sector at that time. But that will need to be verified. It couldn’t have been a ground detonated device. They had clear evidence of a ship to ground missile signature from what everyone had assumed was an Alliance cruiser. That left just two other options. It was a Gelk ship or ship belonging to some other yet to be identified race. Shiiit. As if things weren’t complicated enough.
Why would the Gelk after two hundred years of peaceful coexistence decide to attack? They already had a very rewarding trade pact. As far as he was aware they were getting all the precious raw materials they could use. God only knows the mining corporations were having a field day supplying their needs. Maybe they were charging too much and the Gelk had had enough. But they had not made any demands to better the terms. So this appeared unlikely. Besides the Gelk weren’t the belligerent type. It was the humans who rattled the sabre and beat their hairy chests. Every Gelk he had met was more interested in making money or having a good time. There were others amongst them who focussed on intellectual pursuits. Hence the expression, ‘don’t be a geek when you can be a Gelk’. It just didn’t seem like it could be them. But Warner knew that he had not had recent contact with the Gelk. It had been four years now since his time in the inner reaches that bordered between the Gelk systems and their own. He would need to check on this.
There was another possibility. They were encountering another race bent on starting a civil war amongst the human systems. What better way to weaken us before taking over. If this was the case then things were very serious indeed. But we had no prior contact with any other race. Nor, as far he knew, had the Gelk. What technologies must they have that they can remain undetected like that? Shit they must be way more advanced than either us or the Gelk. 
His head was starting to ache. The strain and stress of the last 24 hours were taking their toll. He decided to stop thinking. He leaned back, closed his eyes and silently repeated the mantra. He was still repeating it when Parinya started the handshake with Hermes as they approached to dock.
 



Chapter 12. Hermes 2100, 21 April.
1st Lt Rihan Kabel was there to meet Warner as he disembarked. She had a very concerned expression. Before she could speak Warner said “My cabin in 15. See that Chalker gets looked after.”
Rihan was there because she couldn’t wait to tell her commander the things he must hear. But she knew better than to force the issue. “Will do” she responded waving the doctor and his assistant forward.
Turning back toward the warthog, Warmer announced “Debrief in the battle lab 0900 tomorrow.” Giving no opportunity for any further discussion he turned and walked out of the dock. 
He headed for his cabin, threw off his gear into the corner next to the desk, stripped and showered. He was only just finishing getting dressed when he heard the knock. He opened the door to a tentative Lt Kabel. “Do you need more time?” 
“No. Come on in and shut the door.” He put his upright finger to her mouth indicating she should refrain from talking. He then commenced an idle chat while he took out a device from his desk and conducted an electronic sweep of the room. The light on the device started to flash near the desk. He bent over and found the bugging device. He left it in place. He continued his patter while he found another bug. This time it was near the vent. Again he left it there. 
“OK come with me, I have something to show you.” He stood up and motioned Rihan out the door and headed for the elevator. They descended the elevator to Engineering. There were a series of compartments, each with their own fire walls and bulkheads designed to act as a crumple zone in the event of an engine mishap. They opened the first bulk head door, proceeded in and closed it behind them. They repeated the same process and now found themselves in the still air of the central crumple chamber. Large ducts ran on either side of the central walkway and there were two partition walls running at 90 degrees to the walkway. All manner of tools and equipment were secured onto these. Warner turned right and entered the centre space between the partitions. He beckoned Rihan to follow him. 
“I don’t think this area will be bugged. Do you?” said Warner.
“I doubt it. This is getting serious isn’t it?”
“Sure is.”
“I take it you’re not clearing the bugs in you room cause you don’t want to tip their hand.”
Warner nodded. “Now what do you have for me? Do you know who it is?”
“No, the signal was sent from an unauthorised terminal using an encryption code. I tried running the usual decryptors over it but no go. We’re going to need specialist help here.”
“And you don’t want to trust Kiralenko? He’d be the obvious choice.”
“No, he failed the audit test.”
 “OK we need to bring Rapperberg into this.”
 “Why Rapperberg? He’s in Engineering.”
“He used to be a cryptologist before he ran foul of his then boss and transferred to Engineering. That was eight years ago but he’s a smart cookie.”
“Gee I didn’t know that.”
“It’s in his files. You obviously get out too much.” Warner smiled.
“Yeh sure” Rihan responded. “But can we trust him?”
“I think so. He’s had a few brushes with authority over the years and that track record is not one you want for an operative.”
“Do you want me to contact him?”
“No, I’ll do that.”
 “Who else can we trust?”
“Good question. At first blush I’d say Chase Hanlon and Pug Sterkze. The Bravo team have proven themselves today along with the warthog crew. By the way I owe Puket a third stripe. She saved our bacon on the extraction.”
Rihan smiled for the first time. It was good to hear something positive.
“Who do you think?” asked Warner.
“I agree with all of those. But I can’t be positive about anyone else. What about Manger?”
“He’s OK. He’s pretty washed up. He’s been through a lot. He had some very interesting intel to convey.”  Warner reached into his pack and withdrew the memory stick. He then explained what was on it and how it appeared that the Alliance could not have launched the attack on New Hammersley. 
Rihan sat there lost for words. It was just too dramatic to take in on top of everything else. Warner leaned over and took her by the shoulders, looked into her eyes and softly spoke “It’s alright Rihan. It’s hard isn’t it to have someone pull the rug from under you, to take away the source of your hate.”
Warner knew that Rihan’s parents had died on New Hammersley. So many of the crew had lost loved ones there. They were all destroyed along with Hermes’ base facilities.
He then went on to outline what he saw as the possibilities. Rihan was slowly wrapping her head around it. “Hell what do we do now?”
The bulkhead door nearest the engine room clanged open. Warner quickly leaned forward put his arms around Rihan and pulled her to him planting his lips on hers. 
Rihan couldn’t believe what was happening. She was totally taken off guard and off balance. She felt his lips, warm and firm against her own. His hand was pulling her to him. Her breasts were pressed against him. She heard the footsteps behind her. But then lost herself in the embrace. This was something she had missed for so long – to be held tight, to be touched, to be kissed. Her passion was stirring. She parted her lips and probed forward with her tongue.
This sent an electric charge through Warner. Oh how he had missed being kissed. He was surprised but delighted at her move. His tongue met hers and he pressed back.
Cpl Adrian Turner did a double take as he stepped through the bulkhead door. His big broad monkey wrench hands grasped the bulkhead housing and he craned his head, knowing that his blond brush-backed hair would remain perfectly in place. It always did.
Was that who he thought it was? He checked himself, resisted the urge to stop and stare and walked quickly to the other door. He opened it, reversed his stocky frame into it and then tried to gently close it. But that was hopeless. There was never going to be a way of closing that door quietly. It clanged shut as it always did. As he turned and began walking to the next door a huge grin appeared on his ruddy face.
As the door clanged shut, Warner slackened his grip on Rihan. But she was still gripping the back of his head and exploring with her tongue. He pulled his head back and their lips parted. Rihan looked at him tentatively. Warner looked at her tentatively. They both laughed and relished the sheer joy of the moment.
Warner was the first to regain his composure. “I’m sorry for taking the liberty but it was the best I could come up with at the time.” He had a half smile on his face like a puppy seeking approval, unsure of how she would react.
“All in the line of duty, Sir” and then she started laughing again. Warner smiled.
“Oh boy the tom-toms will be beating this through the ship in no time” said Warner.
“Well at least we will have an excuse to meet back here” she quipped.
“Good point” nodded Warner. He laughed lightly. “OK seriously now, I’ll see Rapperberg in the morning after the debriefing.”
The alarm on Rihan’s communicator went off. She raised her open palm to Warner and opened the channel. “Yes?” Warner couldn’t hear what was being said to Rihan, but he could tell that it was something disturbing.
“Three corvettes have just come out of warp on the far side of the planet. Fight or flight?”
“Flight” responded Warner.
“Warp to Klaster. I’m on my way.” To Warner “I have to go. We need to discuss this more.”
“Agreed. Back here at 0800.”
“Can’t wait” taunted Rihan with a smile. She turned and opened the bulkhead door, leaving it for Warner to close. As she reached the elevator she held the door open. Warner got in and after Rihan hit the button to the command deck, he hit the button for the intervening services deck.
“I’m going to drop in to sick bay and see how Chalker’s faring.”
“You did well today” said Rihan.
“Not well enough unfortunately.”
 



Chapter 13. Hermes 2200, 21 April.
As Warner entered the sick bay he could see its sole patient lying in the semi darkness under white sheets. All manner of devices were attached to her body. The area had obviously been disinfected just a short time before. The ship’s doctor 1st Lt Mary Chernside was at her desk entering something into her console under a low lamp. She motioned to Warner and they moved out into the main corridor.
Mary was the about the same age as Dave, which made her the oldest woman on the ship. She was a little shorter than average and had a neat trim figure maintained by hard work, daily exercise and a good diet. She hated dieting but she loved a drop and she never needed a reason to party. Her fair complexion still had a smattering of freckles despite the fact that ship life rarely exposed her to the sun. There was a touch of gravel in her voice and her wide mouth was easy to smile. Her green eyes missed little when it came to people and body parts. She had a sharp intellect and was never one to hold back from sharing the benefits of her wisdom.
Assuming the usual question, Mary advised “She’s stable in a coma. The severed artery on her left leg has been partially replaced with an artificial section. Her circulatory systems are now working in her left leg. She has been given a large blood transfusion but she is very weak.  Did you know it was the same leg she had received a nasty gash just before?”
“Yes I knew that. Will she have to lose the leg?
“No. But we’ll have to wait and see if she recovers full use of it.”
“Is there anything else she needs?”
“Time and our prayers. She may stay in that coma for days. She may still die. She’s lost an awful lot of  blood and suffered severe trauma. Quite frankly, I’m impressed she has made it so far.”
“She’s one tough cookie. She deserves to survive.” After a short silence Warner continued “Did Trooper Riley report to you with his shoulder wound?”
“Yeh just a flesh wound. I told him he was a big boy and that he’d survive.” She smiled.
“Thanks Doctor.”
Warner made his way to the mess. The lights were off. It was all shut up. He opened one of the fridges and grabbed what he hoped was a fresh hamburger from that evening’s meal. The light splashed against the wall and acted as an alarm to Cranky Jack Keogh, the officers mess steward. He pulled himself out of his nearby bunk, dressed in his robe and shuffled to the source of the light. 
He was a thin man, all the more surprising because he was renowned for his pancakes. Nowadays though you had to ask very nicely to get them. His brown hair was all ruffled and his eyes looked even more bulbous than usual because he was straining to see in the half light.
“Can I get you something, Sir” he asked. He looked at Warner’s selection held in his right hand and asked “Do you want me to heat that up for you?”
“No Cranky. It’ll be fine as it is. I’d kill for a cold one though.”
“Sure thing” Cranky said as he turned, bent and, like a magician pulling out the rabbit from the hat, came up with his boss’s poison.
“Magic!”
Before he knew it, Cranky materialised a plate on which Warner then placed the cold hamburger minus a mouthful he was now munching. He opened the beer and took a long mouthful, swallowed and gave a short burp as the alcohol made contact with his otherwise empty stomach.
“Pretty rough down there today I hear?”
“Yes Cranky, it was pretty rough.” And after a short pause Warner added “But we did alright, we all did alright.”
 



Chapter 14. Hermes 0600, 22 April.
2nd Lt Chase Hanlon buzzed his skipper. After the fourth buzzer sounded inside the ship’s captain’s cabin, Warner woke up grumbling “Get out now!” Then he realised it was a dream and the buzzer was calling for a different reason. He rubbed his eyes and leaned over to open the channel. “Yes, what is it?”
“Good morning Sir, you asked to be woken at 0600.”
“Thanks” said a weary Warner. “Status?”
“Still warping en-route to Klaster. ETA 1100. All systems normal.”
“Thanks Chase.” He closed the channel and was very tempted to lie back down. But he knew he couldn’t. The worst thing about being the boss was you had to drive yourself the hardest. He shrugged his shoulders and steeled himself for the motion that would confirm the transition from slumber to awake. He pulled the cover off and swung his legs out. His feet made contact with the floor. Surely he could roll back in, he found himself pondering. But then he reminded himself of Lord Nelson’s famous dictum about if it’s time to roll over, it’s time to roll out. ‘What a hard bastard he must have been’ he said to himself. Then smiled at his own irony as he completed the act by standing up.
He moved to the basin in the ensuite, splashed some water onto his face and then some more into the corners of his eyes, flushing the sleep away. The stubble was there again to greet him and remind him of another chore. He used to grow a beard but gave that away when he thought it made him look old. After brushing his hair he changed into his trackies and sat for meditation.
Thoughts about the action yesterday kept flooding in. He knew they would. It’s the nature of the mind to think, he told himself, and each time he found himself thinking he would take a deep breath in and start repeating the mantra. Eventually his mind was tamed and he found himself in the place of stillness. First there was the velvet black of the void followed by the soft electric blue twinkle. Mostly that was as far as he got but this morning he was rewarded with the Blue Pearl as the blue lights coalesced into the divine orb. With it came a wave of contentment, nourishment for the soul. He sat there for what seemed like ages but which in fact was barely a few minutes. No thoughts, no emotions. He just was.
A few seconds later his mind kicked in with another thought, a powerful thought. If there was another race making a play for the human systems then how would it be possible for them to have a traitor on board his ship? Surely that was not possible.
He brought his consciousness back into the cabin, said his opening mantras and stood up. The thought was still there. He needed time to digest it. Exercise time. He started to head for the gym. But then he remembered. He went back and locked the door. He could not afford to relax his guard.
He exercised for ten minutes. Sure he should be getting in more than that but he was a busy man on a mission. Besides he was still feeling a little stiff from yesterday’s exertions. 
After shaving he dressed in his ship’s uniform – short sleeves and light trousers. He looked at his badge of rank and recalled how pleased he was two years ago when he got promoted and given command of the Hermes. Amy was so proud of him. He tried to hold back the thought that it was his promotion that had killed her. How he missed her. “Yes be careful what you wish for Dave” he said to himself softly.
Then he recalled the excitement he had felt with Rihan in the Engineering compartments. Part of him felt guilty. He still felt like a married man. But he shook his head. No, that was in the past. I am no longer a husband… I am no longer a father. He couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. He sat on the bed and cried silently to himself. He took a few deep breaths, wiped the moisture from his face and once again stepped out to a brand new day.



Chapter 15. Hermes 0800, 22 April.
By the time he returned to his cabin Commander Dave Warner had polished off a light breakfast, checked in with the officer of the watch, Chase Hanlon, inspected the log for the previous 24 hours and called in to see how Sue Chalker was. No change. He was just checking his mail when Rihan arrived.
She said “sleep well?”
“Like a baby” he said as he motioned her back out, locked the door and marched off to the elevator. They made the journey in silence. 
On the way they passed Private Angie Popendreous. She was a slip of a lass who could glide through a room of people like a swan, which was in part due to her natural grace but also to her daily service in the Senior NCO’s mess. Her young face couldn’t hold back a smile of recognition as they passed. 
“Looks like it has started” noted Rihan in a soft voice.
“Collateral damage” responded Warner in an equally soft tone.
Once they arrived back in the central crumple compartment, Rihan began “I’ve been thinking about those possibilities for the attack on New Hammersley. Even if it is some unknown race that attacked us there, they can’t have anything to do with our traitor here.”
Warner smiled. “Great minds think alike! Good to see you’re as sharp as ever.”
“Why thank you Sir.”
“Look Rihan, I reckon you can call me Dave when we are alone. Let’s keep things formal elsewhere but when there’s just the two of us I’m happy with first names. Is that OK with you?”
“Sure Sir…I mean…Dave.”
Warner smiled. “Good then I’m glad we have that settled. First order of business ticked!” Rihan smiled back. 
Warner continued. “I agree with you. It’s exceedingly unlikely that anyone on this vessel has anything to do with our unknown fourth power. For want of a better name let’s call them the ‘fourth’. So what? Well if the fourth power did make the attack then there is some other agenda at play involving one of the other three powers. Do you agree?
“Yes I do. It could still be an Alliance traitor.”
“Most likely. We should be able to ascertain that once we know where the signals went. 
“I can’t sit on the information from Manger. I will have to report back today. Again it will be another 48 hours before we get instructions from Fleet.”
“What do you think they will do?”
“It’s too big for Fleet. It will have to go to Council.”
For the first time in her career, Rihan was starting to doubt her faith in the institutions she was sworn to uphold. She was starting to open her eyes to the possibility that someone within their own military, Government or corporations could be prepared to use their influence and have them killed. “What if it doesn’t get to Council?”
“Oh boy” sighed Dave in a resigned manner. After a long pause he said “Well we need to make sure it does. I can arrange that.”
“How?”
“Better that you don’t know. I have a few mates in the right places.”
“I thought we’re in this together. We either trust each other or we don’t.” Rihan’s eyes bored into Dave’s. He fully realised her concern and would have done the same in her place. But he also knew the risks.
“You’ve got to realise the risks we will be running. It’s better…”
Before he could get another word out, Rihan interjected. “That’s bullshit and you know it. If you expect me to support you in this then you better reciprocate. Who knows, if you get taken down I will need to know exactly what’s in play and what isn’t.”
Dave nodded his head. “For better or worse…”
“Till death do us part” she quipped. Her dander was up. “Who are you going to contact?”
“A guy by the name of Jose Ramon. We went to the Academy together. He dropped out after the first year, joined a law firm and ended up in the diplomatic service. He’s a deputy section head in the State Department.”
“Does he have access to Council?”
“If not directly, then indirectly.”
“Why would he take the risk?”
“He owes me…big time. I covered for him while at the Academy. He was involved in …an incident. It was part of the reason he left.”
“What. You made sure he didn’t get a bad rep?”
“Something like that. You don’t need to know any more.”
Rihan understood not to press further. He was right she didn’t need to know any more.
“OK that’s our military covered but how are we going to check up on the rest of the government let alone any one of the thousands of corporations?”
“We can’t. We have to accept the limits of our power and pray that things unfold in such a way that we have to time to react.”
“I don’t like the sound of that” said Rihan. She ran her fingers through her hair.
“Well for now that will have to do. I have a debriefing to attend.”
“Yes, Sir…I mean Dave.” Warner smiled at her embarrassment. 
 



Chapter 16. Hermes 0900, 22 April.
2nd Lt Chase Hanlon was chairing the debriefing. Normally it would have been done by Warner himself, but he was one of the team members so he handed the duties over to his Ops Officer. The battle-lab was pretty full including all of Bravo team and the ships ops staff. Rihan was not there. She was standing watch for Chase. 
Chase began by asking Warner if he had any opening remarks. Warner declined. This was the usual custom for Warner in such circumstances. He preferred neither to preempt nor to prevent any comments others might make. He took the view that it was best to have all views out on the table.
Chase then went on to outline the purpose of the mission and the events as they unfolded phase by phase. The aim was to highlight what worked and what didn’t. Blame was not the focus, rather it was to make everyone aware of the lessons to be learnt and to hone best practice.
When Chase came to a point that a particular team member was responsible for he would invite them to elaborate or comment. He quickly moved through the insertion phase and the deployment to Tindel. 
“So far so good” he said. “Sgt Chalker then made contact with Manger and after a brief conversation they made their way across the street. Were they followed?”
Since Chalker wasn’t there, Warner spoke up. “I was looking across the street right up to the time they entered the lane. I saw no evidence of anyone following them at that stage.”
“Me neither” piped in Trooper Bridgewater “and I was on the corner upstairs window overlooking the tavern until I was called away.”
Chase then asked “Was this a mistake - moving Bridgewater to the back to cover the enemy flanking move?”
Emilio began to speak “Well…”
But Warner didn’t want anyone else to answer this so he quickly cut him off. “I believe Sgt Shavez made the right call. The enemy flanking attack was the only known threat at that time. It was real and underway. Something had to be done to block it. The mistake was in not assigning another resource to guard that approach and that was my responsibility. All other resources were committed to other tasks. We could have done with another trooper but as you know we were down seven after Josker and stretched thin.”
“Noted” said Chase. “Was the RV east of the town the right choice for the extraction?”
This time Emilio spoke up quickly. “A closer RV would have been good. Firing and moving all that way took a long time and we may have been able to get clear before those fighters arrived.” Then he added “but we all knew that spot having stopped there on the way in, so from that point it was a good location.”
Chase then worked through the main points of the extraction, noting the successful interception of the enemy missiles. “Way to go Cpl Puket” he said. 
“You mean Sgt Puket” chimed in Alain Favre. This set off a few background cheers.
“Any other comments?” asked Chase. 
“How did the enemy get tipped off again?” asked Sgt Jake Shriver. Jake worked in Chase’s ops team. He was the older wise counsel for the young subaltern. He leaned forward his chiselled jaw jutting out even further than normal. His light blues eyes were boring into Dave’s.
“This is the second time we have suffered casualties trying to meet Agent Manger. Where is he anyway?” he asked.
“He was still sleeping five minutes before the start” chimed in Brian Riley. “Snoring like all hell. All night he was. And why does he have to be in the room next to mine?”
“Alright” said Warner, standing now so all could see him. “Agent Manger has been through hell these past months. He is exhausted. I don’t believe he betrayed us on Josker nor at Tindel. I have my reasons. On that you are going to have to trust me. Yes, someone did betray us and we are going to get to the bottom of that. Who and why are yet to be determined. I want you to leave it at that for now. Is that understood?”
Everyone acknowledged either with a soft “yes Sir” or nodded their heads. Jake Shriver wasn’t satisfied with the response but he knew well enough to drop it for now.
“OK” continued Warner “I want to have it formally recorded that all members of the team performed their duties in a commendable manner. For particular mention I want to cite Cpl now acting Sgt Puket for her coolness under extreme pressure and for her skill in evading the enemy fighters. And Sgt Puket I note you are not correctly dressed. See to it that an extra stripe is affixed by 1200 hours.”
“Yes Sir” replied Parinya. Her emotions were a mix of pride and embarrassment as her colleagues cheered. Warner was beaming at her. He loved these moments. They were a time in which his limited powers could bring a measure of pleasure to everyone involved. They all enjoyed the moment.
Warner then continued in a more serious tone. “I also want to commend Sgt Chalker for her bravery. She willingly shouldered the greatest risks of this mission. We all owe her a debt of gratitude. Please offer up your prayers for her safe and speedy recovery.”
The tone in the room had changed to one of sombre reflection. Warner turned and caught Chase’s eye.
“This concludes the debriefing. Dismissed” said Chase.
As everyone started filing out Chase called out to Warner “Sir, can I have a word please?”
Chase waited until the room was clear and then said “I reckon Sgt Shriver is right. Manger is a real risk. We lost seven on Josker and we could have lost Bravo team and yourself yesterday.”
Aware that the battle-room was most likely bugged, Warner didn’t want to discuss this issue there and then. He didn’t want to just brush off Chase. He trusted him and was going to have to bring him into the fold shortly. “Chase, are you free right now or do you have to get back to the bridge?”
“I am supposed to go back on watch straight after the debriefing.”
“Go and see Kiralenko. Give him my compliments and ask him to stand in for you for the rest of your watch. Then meet me in Engineering.”
“OK but what about Manger?”
“Leave Manger to me. You need to get going.”
“Right Sir!”
 



Chapter 17. Hermes 1000, 22 April.
Ten minutes later Warner was down in Engineering speaking with Rapperberg. He had pulled him aside into the central crumple zone compartment. It was fast becoming the unofficial command centre. He’d have to watch that. 
Chase Hanlon opened the bulkhead door expecting to meet no one on his way to the main Engineering bay. He was surprised to see his skipper there with the Engineering chief. Warner pulled him over.
He then briefed them both on the state of play and the need to decrypt the unauthorised signals. 
Chase was initially shocked at the revelation that the traitor was actually one of the crew. He hadn’t seen that coming. His mind began racing with all the possibilities.
Chief Gunter Rapperberg was less surprised. He took it in his stride. He’d been in the service now for over 15 years. He was not what you would normally expect from an engineering crew. With his sandy hair, parted on the left and swept back and his average height and build, he looked like he would be more at home teaching at the Academy than in charge of a hands-on section aboard a space frigate. But his looks were deceiving. Yes he was a techno boffin with a keen analytical mind. But he had a practical side and surprisingly he had proved his ability to motivate and manage what the service still referred to as the grease monkeys, despite the fact that grease and Orpon warp drives had nothing in common.
“You know Sir that it’s been over eight years since I was in encryption. I’m a bit rusty. How fast do you want this done? I’m reckoning yesterday?”
Warner nodded.
“I’ll give it a go and call you when I have something.”
“Some precautions.  Apart from the XO, myself and you two, no one else knows about this. Keep it that way. Assume the area you are in is bugged. I have already found two in my cabin.” 
The shocks just kept coming for Chase. Warner ignored his open mouth. “Ensure you are armed at all times. Trust no one. If you need assistance, see me first.”
“Oh and one other thing Chief. We’re going to have to find the communicator being used to send these signals. Got any ideas?”
“Yeh, can you leave that one with me.”
Again Warner nodded. Gunter added “I better get onto it.”
“Yes thanks Chief.”
Gunter turned and exited back to engineering via the bulkhead door. It made its customary clang. As the sound echoed off the walls Warner could still see Chase’s mind churning things over.
 “Chase. Try not to let this spin you out. You have to remain calm and you have to appear calm. The traitor must not suspect we’re onto them. So far the only suspicions voiced have been at Agent Manger. Let’s leave it that way. Another thing, I will let the XO know that you have been briefed on this. Without being obvious, keep an eye out for her safety. Got it?”
“Sure.” Chase was nodding his head. “Thanks for trusting me Sir. I won’t let you down.”
“Good. Time to go. I’ll contact you once the Chief has made some progress.”
With that Warner led the way back to the elevator.
He decided to call in to sickbay and see if there was any change in Sue’s condition. Mary Chernside saw him coming and came over to him. “No change, Sir” she said in a soft voice. 
Warner could see the lights were out in the section of the ward where Sgt Chalker lay. “Mary, let me know when things do change” and then adding after a short pause “either way”. 
Mary appreciated that Warner understood the possible outcomes. On first joining the Hermes four months ago she had her reservations about him. She wasn’t sure how he would handle the casualties, the deaths. So far he had impressed. He genuinely seemed concerned but he was a realist. Maybe this time she had found a commander she could respect. That would be a change. “Will do, Sir” she replied.
 



Part 2 

Attraction
 
 
You are drawn to the other as the other is to you
You exchange looks, feelings and words spoken true.
Lust rises strongly and passions unite
Satisfactions enjoyed morning and night.
The fervour grows stronger
Can you last any longer?
Is it foolish endeavour?
Or love forever?



Chapter 1. Hermes 1100, 22 April.
Warner was in the command centre ready for the ship to come out of warp. 2nd Lt Ivan Kiralenko was still technically the watch officer and calling the shots. Warner was happy to leave it to him. Kiralenko was a competent officer. He had been under Warner’s command for nigh on two years now.
He was quite tall, not thickset nor lean, just tall. His fair hair matched his fair complexion. His dark blue eyes were set back deep over a long straight nose. He was generally a quietly spoken person but at times like this in a role of authority no one had any trouble hearing him. 
The main focus on coming out of warp drive was gaining immediate situational awareness. Normal sensors are offline while warping. The ship could be jumping into a trap. Artificial intelligence protocols managed the sensors and targeting systems. The need for speed was too great to leave this to human responses. However, the watch officer had to monitor the battle displays, identify any hostiles, check the AI responses and be ready to override in the rare event that for some reason the AI had got it wrong. 
To support him he had the assistance of a battle systems specialist. It was standard procedure for such a specialist to be in the command centre when coming out of warp. Sitting at the battle display was Sgt Crystal Wong, a slender dynamo of a woman. She had classic Chinese features with long dark hair that was currently tied in a close bun. Her dark brown eyes could open up like a petal when she smiled but right now were as sharp as a tack as she focused on her work station.
Battle system specialists were usually young because of their superior reflexes. Crystal was getting on a little to still be in the role.  But she jealously guarded her position and wasn’t going to be vacating the position voluntarily. Something Warner was aware of. He wasn’t looking forward to the day when he would have to tap her on the shoulder. He didn’t have to worry about that just yet. Her reflexes were still more than adequate. 
It was a tense time especially after warping away from an engagement and to a location such as the Klaster belt where there was virtually no friendly support. 
Klaster was the name given the biggest asteroid in the belt bordering the Far Reaches. Originally occupied over a hundred years ago it touted a mining facility run by one of the biggest mining corporation in the know galaxy, Fixar Corp. For the first fifty odd years it had been an intensive mining operation with many staff. These days with the low hanging fruit already exhausted, it had been downsized. There were still a number of extraction plants running but these were almost fully automated. A small skeleton maintenance and command staff remained.
On the outbreak of hostilities after New Hammersely was flattened, the Hermes needed a new base. Fleet opted for Klaster. Fixar wasn’t too happy about that, claiming it heightened the probability that their facility would be targeted. But they didn’t have much say in it and their excess quarters and facilities were requisitioned for Fleet purposes.
Hermes’ first mission of the war was to oversee the initial deployment of military staff to Klaster. It was a scratch group drawn from whatever was to hand in the sector. A full Base Force (logistics centre) was being assembled on Earth and had yet to depart. All that was there at the moment were a temporary command centre, including comms and sensors, crew support services, a small refuelling, rearming and repair facility (affectionately referred to as a RARRAR ), sufficient to support light frigates and light transports, and one defensive missile battery that would be hard pressed to fend off anything bigger than a corvette. But it made the locals sleep better at night.
Klaster was a long, long way out from its sun. The energy that radiated onto its barren surface was not sufficient to support life. No atmosphere clung to its weak gravitational well. It was a big lifeless rock in a dark space. At midday it received enough light to identify a face at 20m, beyond that it was difficult. No one moved out on its surface without a sealed suit.
“Coming out of warp in ten, nine, eight, seven…”counted down Sgt Wong “three, two and one.” Her eyes had already scanned the warning indicators that would have fired from the first sweep of radar. She quickly scrolled through the full range of sensors, noted the immediate hail from the Klaster Command Centre. She left that for the watch officer to respond. Her prime focus was on potential enemy. 
Kiralenko was already going through the handshake with the base and the base had already confirmed a clear zone. He was now requesting intel on possible enemy warp jumping from Beta Phi since their own departure. “Negative” was the reply from the Klaster control. Kiralenko looked to Wong and like the professional that she was, she was waiting to respond with her own “all clear”. 
Everyone in the room relaxed. The show was over.
Looking towards the bridge, Kiralenko called out to Sgt James Rao “Pilot, the ship is yours to dock.”
“Rodger that, the ship is mine” confirmed Rao.
Once this last transaction had taken place, Warner spoke “Well done Mr Kiralenko. You too Sgt Wong. Ivan can I have a word?”
Kiralenko came over to where Warner was leaning over a display showing the Klaster base layout. It looks like they have added some extra facilities.” Pointing to a large dome shaped structure he said “What do you make of this?”
“Don’t know Sir. It could house any one of a number of different sensor domes. I’ll ask Control and get back to you.”
“Thank you Ivan. Can you ensure that the quartermaster arranges for replenishment to start asap. I want the Hermes ready to go in six hours after we dock. The plan is to be here for a week but we need to be ready for any contingency. After that I want the Hermes to be on 2 hours’ standby. Ensure that rosters are drawn up for leave. First priority to Bravo team. The XO and I are going ashore. The ship is yours till you are relieved by Mr Hanlon at 1200. Any questions.”
“No sir.”
It took another hour for the Hermes to dock at Klaster. In that time Warner contacted Rihan and asked her to be ready to go ashore with him as soon as they docked. 
Warner then walked past the elevator and took the fire exit down to the deck below, the crew deck. This deck housed the quarters and messes for each of the three classes. Officers, including the Captain’s cabin were forward, Senior Non Commissioned Officers (NCOs) in the centre and Other Ranks (ORs) aft. He made his way to the Alpha team quarters. He knocked on the door.
There was no answer so he opened it himself and entered. Art Simons was still sleeping and sleeping soundly. Warner recalled doing the same after one of his own special ops when he had only an average of one and half hours sleep each night over a six day period. Adrenalin had kept him going then but once he got back to safety he had slept for 36 hours. Alas Agent Manger wasn’t going to get that long.
“Art wake up!” Warner shook him but the operative just rolled over onto his other side with his back to Warner. “Gees, c’mon there’s a war to win.”
Manger grunted something inaudible. At least he’s still in the land of the living thought Warner. It was time for something more drastic. He turned on the overhead bunk lamp, then pulled at the covers. Warner heard an expletive this time. So he was making some progress. This time he physically dragged his old buddy out of the bunk by his shoulders, careful to protect his head from hitting the floor.
Manger laid there half sitting, half lying with his head against the mattress. “Can’t you win this fucking war without me?”
“Afraid not ol’ buddy. You’re our secret weapon. C’mon, let’s get you showered and looking pretty.” Warner ran the shower in the ensuite. Somehow he managed to pull off Art’s T-shirt and shorts and sat him on a chair under the shower. The water eventually had the desired effect. A few minutes later, Art got to his feet and began drying himself.
“I’m afraid I don’t seem to have a change of clothes with me. Lost that on Josker you see.”
“Don’t worry. I can provide.” Warner went through the wardrobes pulling out some clothes he thought would fit. “Here try these.”
“Won’t they mind or is this standard operating procedure on your ship ol’ boy?”
“No these guys won’t mind…they’re staying on Josker.”
The words hit Manger like a body blow. “Oh gee I can’t wear their clothes Dave.”
“Yes you can Art and you’ll do so with pride. Now come on, we haven’t much time.”
A few minutes later Warner asked “Do you have your gun?”
“It was under the pillow.”
Warner sifted through the bedding on the floor and passed his gun to him. “Don’t leave home without it.”
“Never do.” Manger gave Warner a wink.
They walked forward to the officers’ quarters and knocked on the XO’s door,
A few seconds later Rihan opened it. She looked sharp and ready for business. 
“I see you’re still packing.” Warner flashed her a smile and directed his gaze to her sidearm.
“A gal’s gotta have protection” she shot back.
“Ready?” said Warner.
“Ready!” she replied.
 



Chapter 2. Klaster 1400, 22 April.
The three of them were sitting around the remains of lunch in the officers mess on Klaster. 
“Things are looking up” said Warner as he sipped the last few drops from his glass of wine.
“About time” said Art. He was starting to relax for the first time in months. The two glasses of wine helped of course. He actually smiled at Warner. Warner felt guilty at what he was about to do but he knew there was no way out of shattering this illusion for his old friend. He then went on to outline their intended course of action – how they were going to report back to fleet and leak the info to State so that the Council would be assured of its contents. He explained about the traitor on board and that he needed Art to run interference for them by being the prime suspect.
Needless to say Art wasn’t all that enamoured with the latter part. But he realised the need to keep the real traitor unsuspecting.
“OK I’ll go along with this for now but I have to make my own report.”
“No you don’t - not yet anyway, especially if we mention that you were injured during the extraction and it’s not sure if you will pull through.”
“Niiiice!” said Art and with a mellow demeanour and a smile he turned to Rihan “You know he was always the devious one.”
“So I see” responded Rihan joining in the ribbing.
“How long do you intend holding me hostage?” asked Art.
“Shouldn’t be long. I’m hoping that the Chief can decrypt those messages this afternoon. Hopefully that will give us our man.”
“Or woman” interjected Rihan.
“Or woman” admitted Warner. “But if not, we will need to set a trap.”
“What did you have in mind” asked Art.
“Not sure just yet. It needs to be something that is critical enough to warrant them running the risk of sending another signal.”
“What would do that?” asked Art.
“Us attacking one of their bases” prompted Rihan. “Their patrol base on Alpha Phi for instance.”
Art responded, “Yes that would probably serve, but it’s a big risk. You say they didn’t send their signals till the op was underway on each of the previous occasions. And that makes sense – confirming the absolute need before taking the risk.”
“So odds on we’ll have to commit before they do…” said Warner.
Rihan went on “Alpha Phi is going to be a much tougher nut than Beta Phi. First we have to assume the need to defeat that flotilla of corvettes, then insert probably two teams for the ground assault on their base” Rihan’s mind was firing now. There was a lot to consider, not least of which were the risks involved.
“Is it worth it?” Art asked.
“Until we out this traitor everything we do is a risk. Yes we need to set a trap. Is there any other target that would force their hand but pose less risk?
“Well taking on the Wasp would surely get their attention but that would be a one way trip.” Rihan said.
“What about the fighter base at Niku or its command centre?” proposed Art. “You wouldn’t have to take on the corvettes unless they intervened anyway.”
“Maybe, but all the intel we have is that the ground defences at Niku are just too powerful for us to have a chance of pulling it off. The traitor would probably know this and stay their hand” said Warner.
“Yes I agree” said Rihan. “And anything further afield will burn up our limited fuel stocks.”
After a short pause Dave said “Alpha Phi it is then. I want to think on this some more before I decide. Let’s wait till after we find out what was in those messages.” He picked up his glass again but alas it was empty. He placed it down and said “Art I want you to stay here on Klaster, in-cognito, until I can sort this out. Shouldn’t take more than two weeks.”
“OK Dave I’ll go along with this for two weeks. All expenses paid, of course.” He raised his glass and gently rocked it a little.
“Of course” smiled Dave.
They arranged for Art to be accommodated on the base and leaving him to catch up on his beauty sleep, headed for the command centre.
 



Chapter 3. Klaster 1500, 22 April.
Warner came out of the Base Commander’s office with a security access pass in his hand. He turned to a seated Rihan, raised the card and said “mission accomplished.” Rihan rose without saying anything and followed Dave. They proceeded along a series of corridors to a transport bay. There they were met by a sergeant who made him verify his hand print and accept responsibility for the buggy parked ahead.
They climbed into the buggy, went through the AI assisted preliminary checklist, hit the headlights and the sergeant opened the bay doors. Warner drove through the doors into the air lock and the doors closed behind them. A few seconds passed and then the outer door opened. The buggy had its own airtight compartment and was shielded to withstand up to light meteor showers. He drove along the track marked by the solar lighting. About two kilometres ahead lay another building complex. 
When they arrived, everything was dark with no visible signs of activity. The air lock doors opened automatically admitting the new arrivals and then closing behind them. The lights within the bay came on automatically and Warner pulled up at the dock at the far end. He waited a minute to allow the air conditioning to kick in. Then he got out, inserted his access pass into the lock on the door on the other side of the dock. It opened and they went in.
As they walked down the connecting corridor Rihan asked “What is this place?”
“It’s the original facility HQ before they built the new one we just came from. It’s a lot smaller and hasn’t been used on a routine basis for some time. The corporation had been using it as a sort of guest and conference facility. They call it Shangri La. Apparently it has three conference rooms, a comms centre which was working a year ago, accommodation for up to 12 people, a pool and wait for it, a director’s suite replete with its own spa. Now how about that?”
“No guess who scores that then!”
“You never know. Play your cards right and you may get an invitation to the spa.”
“I don’t know if I can trust you. It probably has hidden cameras.”
“On my honour as an officer and a gentleman.”
“Well officer at least.”
“Ouch!”
They reached another security door. Warner grabbed the access pass from his pocket. “OK looks like I have to swipe the pass again.” He did so and the lights inside came on automatically. They just stood there gobsmacked. 
It was as though they had been transported into another world. Instead of the usual plastic and metal that dominated the rest of the facilities, before them was an area that would not have been out of place in a Kentucky country club. There were tiled floors, a curved wooden staircase, soft leather lounges even an old fashioned hat stand. A large Persian rug adorned the floor in front of a huge open fireplace on the left, though on closer inspection it was a gas fire. A huge bookcase filled the back wall and a bar was on the right.
The air was a little musty but the air conditioning had started and Dave could feel the breeze as the extractors ramped up.
Rihan moved first, sinking into one of the lounges and swinging her legs onto the pouffe in front. “Can you believe this place?”
“How the other half live!”
“Perhaps the rest of the war needs to be fought from here” joked Rihan.
“Don’t see why not.  Absolutely amazing.” Warner walked over to the bar and in his best toffy voice asked “Madam, care for a cocktail?”
“Absolutely James… dry martini, shaken not stirred of course.” 
That broke him up and he laughed heartily. On closer inspection he had to confess that the desired ingredients were alas unavailable but would a scotch do.
“No” she confessed “I’ve never really acquired a taste for scotch. What else have you got?”
“It would appear that the only thing cold is some water. Looks like we’ll have to order in.”
“Oh really, the standards here have slipped” she mocked.
“OK, enough fooling around. Let’s go check out the rest of the facility.”
They began exploring the ground level. The facility was shaped like a half shell. In the centre was the open lounge dining area with a wing on either side. Behind the lounge was a small exercise pool with connecting doors to both wings. They found the conference rooms in the left wing, one of which had a genuine wooden table capable of sitting 20 people. The comms room was there as well. There were a series of bedrooms in the right hand wing. They were similar to what you would find in any four star hotel on one of the home planets. Each had a large bed, entertainment console and ensuite, though none of the beds were made up. But they found a room full of linen, so all was not lost.
They poked their heads into the pool room.
 “Did you bring your togs?” asked Rihan.
“No, did you?”
Rihan shook her head. “I don’t see that as a problem do you.”
“No, not at all”. Warner was really enjoying their banter, especially her teasing and she was enjoying the reaction it was getting.
“Where’s this director’s suite?” asked Rihan. “I want to check out that spa.”
“You mean my spa don’t you?”
“Meanie!”
“I reckon it must be upstairs. They made their way up the wooden staircase. It opened onto another smaller lounge area with a dining table on the left. Warner hit the switch on the right and a large shutter began opening. It revealed a large windows looking out into space.
“Nice” said Warner. There was a kitchen off to the right. 
They walked back to the open lounge/dining area and entered the next door on the right. It was a huge bathroom. It had a domed roof that looked like it was shuttered too. In the centre was a spa bath big enough for two.
“Wow” said Rihan “I could get used to this.”
“Not so quick now. I haven’t decided to let you in.”
“Just try and stop me.”
“Come on, the next room must be the bedroom. I can’t wait to check it out.”
There was a huge bed in the centre against the far wall on which hung an expensive looking tapestry. There was carpet on the floor and curtains on the window, which was again shuttered. It had honey red wooden side tables, replete with lamps and matching tallboy. A walk-in robe was on the right.
“It’s gorgeous” said Rihan. “You lucky bugger.”
But he was looking at something else that was gorgeous. They had been like two kids in a candy store. He had never seen Rihan look so happy as at that moment. 
His silence alerted her and she turned to see him staring at her. He looked like a small boy who had just discovered something wonderful. She looked directly into his eyes and wished she hadn’t. The spell was broken.
“We’d better get back” he said. “I reckon this will do”.
“Yes, it will do very nicely.”
 
 



Chapter 4. Hermes 1700, 22 April.
When they arrived back on Hermes they found Chase on watch in the command centre. He was alone.
“Mr Hanlon, anything to report?” said Warner.
“Signal in from Fleet. They want your report on Josker asap.”
“Mmm…” Warner nodded slowly “Yes they would. OK leave it with me. Any word from the Chief?”
“Yes, he wants to see you. Do you want me to have him come up?”
“No, I’ll go to him” said Warner. “Who’s relieving you on watch?”
“Lieutenant Bellard relieves me at 2400. Gomez has the morning watch and then it’s back to Kiralenko in the afternoon.”
“Good. Make sure that each of you young guns gets some shore leave in between rosters. Who knows how long it will be before we get another chance.”
“Roger that. Speaking of which, how was the accommodation?”
Rihan chimed in “A little shabby. You won’t miss it.” She gave Warner a wink, knowing full well that Chase was on duty that night.
“She’s only joshing. It’s very nice indeed” said Warner “Don’t worry we’ll be thinking of you.”
“Oh, fine, like that is it” Chase responded with feigned indignation. He then added “Enjoy yourselves. I’ll take care of everything here. You will leave something in the bar for me?”
“Have no fear Mr Hanlon. Your welfare is uppermost in my mind.”
“Yeh, that’s what I was afraid of” he said with a big smile.
“Thanks Chase and don’t call unless we’re under attack.” Warner winked at his young ops officer.
“Yes Sir” said Chase feigning the weariness of someone carrying a great burden. And then in all seriousness “Don’t worry about anything Sir.”
Warner nodded in appreciation and turned to Rihan “Let’s go”.
They made their way down to Engineering, meeting Rapperberg in the central crumple compartment as before. He looked deadly serious and it brought Warner’s focus back to the serious nature of their undertaking. “How did you go Chief?”
“I surprised myself. I was able to crack the encryption pretty easily as it turned out.” He handed Warner a portable console on which was displayed the first signal. “The first address it was sent to is in Niku.”
The message was very short. It read: Hermes at Beta Phi. Whiskey 1 and team to Tindel to meet Manger. ETA 1600.
“The second address is on Alphi Phi.”
“Hence the corvettes” said Rihan.
“Yeh” said Rapperberg. “Unfortunately, this ‘Archangel’ from the address is just a nickname.” But I was able to determine the type of communicator that sent it. At least that should help narrow down any search. You are going to conduct a search, aren’t you?”
Warner thought in silence for a moment. “Even if we find the communicator, unless this Archangel actually has it on them, we’re still not going to find out who the traitor is.”
“But we will have removed their means of betraying us” chimed in Rihan.
“But for how long” came back Gunter Rappenberg. “All he would need to do is purloin another communicator and make some pretty basic modification to it so that its transmissions are automatically deleted from the comms server. It’s not rocket science.”
“OK then, we’re going to have to set a trap for Archangel and catch them in the act.” After another moment’s silence, Warner continued “It would help though if we knew where this communicator was. Archangel must have it stashed somewhere.”
“We could do a sweep for it” responded Gunter. “I can rig up a scanner that should be able to do the trick.”
“How long will that take?” asked Rihan.
“Maybe a day or two” said Gunter. Then looking at Warner, he continued “yesterday, right?”
Warner nodded.
“I’ll get onto it straight away and call as soon as I have it working.”
“Thanks Chief and Gunter remember what I said about keeping your guard up.”
“Yes Sir, will do.”
As Warner exited the elevator on crew deck, he turned to Rihan “Time to pack our bags. Don’t forget your togs now.”
“What togs she replied” as she quickly entered her room pulling the door closed behind her.
Warner had a smile like the Cheshire cat as he marched down to his cabin.
 



Chapter 5. Klaster 1900, 22 April.
After securing some much needed provisions including those required for Rihan’s dry martinis, they met Art for dinner at the officers mess on Klaster. They briefed him about the decrypted signal. He didn’t sound that surprised.
“So it does sound like an Alliance agent” he commented. 
“Yeh it looks that way” responded Warner. “I probably don’t need to contact my mate in the State department.”
“Probably not” agreed Art “You can keep that powder dry for another time.”
“I’m glad in a way” said Rihan. “I wasn’t all that comfortable about doing it.”
“Why?” asked Warner “because of the risks?”
“Yes it adds risk but I don’t know. All my life I have been part of one Federation institution or another. The Fleet has given me a great career; it has trained, sustained and supported me. It’s hard to go behind its back. It feels like betrayal.”
Warner could feel her sincerity. It made him reflect and question his own attitudes. Had he become so cynical, or was he just a hardened pragmatist? Warner reached out and touched her hand. “It’s OK. We won’t go ahead with it.”
She looked up at Warner and said softly “Good!”
Warner withdrew his hand but the interaction hadn’t gone unnoticed by Art. He realised what was happening here but had the good manners not to say anything about it. He owed his friend his life let alone his discretion.
“If you don’t mind, Dave, I’m pretty tired. I think I’ll hit the sack early.”
“Sure Art. We’ll stay in touch.”
 



Chapter 6. Shangri La 2000, 22 April.
On arrival at Shangri La Warner left Rihan to unpack their goodies. He went into the comms room to file his report on Josker as well as on yesterday’s activities on Beta Phi. 
He agonised about coming clean to the Admiral regarding Archangel. He knew this would raise a red flag and he was worried about the risk of Archangel being tipped off by one of his contacts at Fleet HQ. Warner assumed he must be someone who had been in the service a while and therefore would have some connections back at Fleet. If one of these had access to the signal servers they could gain access to his signal even though it would be marked for the Admiral’s eyes only.
There was roughly a 24 hour transmission time for signals this far out to get back to Earth. If his signal was intercepted and relayed back to Archangel he would know they were onto him in 48 hours. He needed more time than that to rest his crew and set the trap.
Rihan poked her head around the door and saw him pondering, deep in thought with a worried expression. “What’s the matter?” she asked.
“Ah, I’m just debating on whether to tell the Admiral about Archangel.”
“You must surely” she said with such certainty. 
He went on to explain the factors he was weighing up.
“On second thoughts, you can’t, not yet anyway.”
“The crew haven’t had a decent rest in months. They need it badly. I need it badly.”
“We all need it badly” she said.
“I reckon we take the next two days off, get Chase and Pug over here then and plan the attack on Alpha Phi, then we could take off two days later, firing off a message to the Admiral on arrival at Alpha Phi. That would leave us with 48 hours in which to conduct the mission and spring the trap. What do you think?”
“Sounds like a plan. I’ll leave you to it. I’ve got some unpacking to do.” 
“Sure” Warner was already typing. Having made the decision, he just wanted it done and dusted. 
A few minutes later he hit the Send button and exited the comms room. As he did so, he could hear sounds of water being splashed from the pool room. Like a moth to the flame he couldn’t resist walking in. Rihan was breast stroking her way up the pool towards where Warner came in. The only thing she was wearing was a smile as she saw Warner enter. A few strokes later and she was at the pool edge looking up at him. “What?” she said playfully “I told you I didn’t bring my swimmers!”
“So I can see.”
“That doesn’t break any regulations does it?”
“Mmm…none that I’m aware of.”
“Well what are you waiting for! I won’t look…promise.”
Warner walked over to the bench that ran along the wall and started to undress with his back to the pool. Rihan was watching intently. He had a good body. She particularly admired his tight buttocks. Then he turned in a flash and dived into the pool before she could take in any details. When he came up to the surface she taunted him “modest are we?”
“Always” he responded. Then he reached out and pulled her to him. She gave herself willingly to the embrace. Her breasts were pressing up against him, exciting him. She put her arms over his neck and kissed him on the lips. Her lips parted and she probed strongly with her tongue. As he kissed back she felt a pulse of energy go up her spine. He was lifting her now and she could definitely feel that he meant business. She pulled out of the kiss and said “wait! I want my spa.”
Warner couldn’t believe it. He was all set to go. He knew she was playing with him, winding him up and boy wasn’t he wound up. He shook his head “of course you do.” She then pushed him backwards, turned and swam to the ladder on the side. As she rose Warner stared delighted. He had forgotten how much he loved the female form with all its voluptuousness. By the time he had pulled himself out of the pool she had already disappeared.
He had no towel, just his discarded clothes. He thought ‘what the heck’ and simply walked out leaving big wet footprints on the floor as he made his way upstairs. There were candles burning on the coffee table and a light emanating from the bathroom. He walked in and there she was all covered in foam with her feet up on the rests and the spa jets working overtime.
“Room for two?” he asked.
“But only for you” she replied. 
He bent over and kissed her on the forehead. He then climbed in the other end. It was hot. He was trying to ease himself down without exposing his sensitive parts to the sudden heat of the water. She teased him by splashing some foam at him. “Big brave captain afraid of the heat” she taunted.
“That’s not the only thing in here I am afraid of” he joked. Having hit terra firma he splashed some foam back at her. She then started washing his feet, massaging them as she did. He loved it. He leaned back and closed his eyes as the tensions drained away. By the time she had finished the other foot he could have easily fallen asleep in the bath. 
But she was now raising her foot in front of his face. “My turn please” she reminded him. He reciprocated and she soon was closing her eyes, her breasts gently breaking the surface of the water with puffs of foam rolling over the contours. She looked divine. He was tempted to lean forward and kiss her nipples but he didn’t have the heart to disturb her.
After a few minutes he gently extricated himself, dried and went into the bedroom. He donned his light silk dressing gown from his bag and walked to the kitchen to get a glass of water. When he headed back past the bathroom, the light was out and dim candle light was now emanating from the bedroom.
Warner thought ‘this just keeps getting better.’ There she was lying under the covers with just her head exposed. She looked at Warner and cheekily said “I wasn’t sure I could make it back to my bed”.
“You were never going to make it back to your bed” he said as he dropped his robe.
 



Chapter 7. Shangri La 0700, 23 April.
Warner woke from the sleep of the dead. He was on his stomach. He didn’t remember rolling onto it but there he was nonetheless. His arms were bent above and his head lay resting on them turned to the right. He opened his right eye and there she was facing him. Her auburn hair rolled down her face. She normally kept it done up tightly in a ponytail, regulation like. But he loved the way it gently caressed her cheek and masked her almond shaped eyes. She was beautiful.
Thoughts of last night came rolling back in along with the emotions, smells and feelings. ‘What a fuck!’ he thought to himself. He knew he’d come pretty quickly but he also knew it had been half a year since he last had sex.
Then he thought of Amy. What would she make of this? He knew it wasn’t a betrayal of trust on his part but part of himself still felt guilty. In many ways they were alike. He thought Amy would have liked Rihan. They had met just the once before he departed on that last mission out of New Hammersely.  Well they were introduced. They didn’t really have time to get to know each other. She was his new XO and had only arrived a week before they took off. Amy wasn’t the jealous type but she did warn him to watch himself. She must have sensed the potential for attraction.
‘Oh Amy I am so sorry’ he silently said to himself. A tear rolled down from his eye. Then he pleaded ‘give me your blessing’. 
Rihan awoke without moving. She sensed something. Then she remembered last night. What a night. What a screw. Yes it was a little quick but we can work on that she thought smiling inwardly. She opened her left eye lid. Yes there he was, her captain, her lover. What’s that? A tear? She stirred and lifted her head. “Are you alright?” she said very gently.
“Yeh” he replied equally gently.
“Are you having regrets?” 
He leant over and kissed her gently on the eye lid “No, not at all”.
“You were thinking about Amy?”
He nodded. “She would have liked you.”
Rihan didn’t know how to respond. She really wanted to know more about his state with Amy but she didn’t want to blow it or step on any fragile glass. So she opted instead for silence. She smiled and nodded her head in appreciation of the compliment he was offering her.
He really appreciated her sensitivity. It helped. There was so much to like about her. But he realised that his feelings were going beyond “like”. Yes he knew he was starting to fall for this auburn haired beauty.
He leaned over to the control on the side table and pressed the button. The window shutter began to open letting in more light. Being this far from the Phi sun meant that daylight was pretty weak but there was enough to lighten up the room. 
“Are you decent?” he asked.
“Not a bit” she smiled back at him.
“Good that’s the way I like my women.”
As the shutter was exposing more of the room, she said “Don’t you think that’s enough?”
“Why do you have anything to hide?”
“Just my lust for my lover.” She cast off the cover revealing her naked form. Warner couldn’t believe that he was rising to the occasion. But aroused he was. 
A short while later Rihan collapsed back onto the bed and said “Now that is what I call a good screw, Mister!”
She rubbed her left hand down over his chest and towards his groin. He couldn’t take any more. He arrested her hand and pleaded “no more. I give up”. She just smiled wickedly, lifted her hand away and then dove quickly down giving him a squeeze. “What, Oliver doesn’t want any more?” 
“No, Oliver has had enough…for now” and he gave her a wink. She was playing with him now. She licked her lips slowly like a cat ready to pounce. But he wanted to rest and close his eyes and savour the peace that was washing over him. He pulled the cover up over him partially. He reached out for her and said “Come here I want to cuddle you.”
She looked at her lover, his eyes getting heavy and she realised there was no more fight in him. She cuddled into his back with her arm around his waist. They lay there together in the lovers’ embrace. While he was lost in his little death, she felt a wave of gratitude wash over her. It was gratitude for another chance at love.
It had been a whole year since she had broken up with her previous lover. The end had been spiteful. He turned out be a right royal shit. It had started out well, strong and passionate like this. She wondered if this would end the same. But she knew that Dave was different. He showed real character and he wasn’t selfish like him. He really cared about people. How then did he end up commanding a spaceship? Weren’t they incompatible? What the heck she thought, I’m just going to enjoy this while it lasts. 
She gave Dave’s bottom a gentle pat, rolled over and out of bed. She donned his robe and made her way to the bathroom.
A few minutes later Dave re-entered the land of the awake. No Rihan. So he rolled over but found no robe either. He realised she must be wearing it. He grabbed his toiletries bag and found the bathroom door open. She had just washed her face and was examining her eyes. The blue silk robe was way too big for her but she looked great it in regardless. Hell, thought Warner, she’d look great in just about anything – service uniforms being perhaps the only exception. Why didn’t they make them more flattering? But he knew dammed well why. He moved over to the sink and plonked his toiletries down.
She looked at him through the mirror. “Possession’s nine tenths of the law I think.”
“Yes but that’s superseded by ‘Rank has its privileges’.”
“You’ve already had yours.”
“Touché! Let me know when you’re done. I just want to shave.”
“I won’t be long” and she blew him a kiss.
“If you start that again we might be here a long time.”
“Nah you’re all talk. Besides I reckon you’re out of ammo.”
Warner tilted his head sideways. “Fair call” and he patted her on the backside. If he had looked back as he left the room he would have seen Rihan’s beaming smile.
 



Chapter 8. Shangri La 1200, 23 April.
They had spent the morning lounging about. Rihan was still reading a novel on her console. A spent cup of coffee was on the adjacent side table. Warner was trying to master a game on the entertainment console. He had turned the sound off so as not to disturb Rihan’s reading. He was fast coming to the conclusion that such a sacrifice on his part was proving fatal to his chances of success in the game.
“Fancy some lunch?” he asked.
Before she could answer Warner’s communicator buzzed from the bedroom. He moved quickly to answer. He was gone only a minute. On his return Rihan looked up from her novel and made eye contact.
“It was Rapperberg. Looks like he has pulled out all stops. He reckons he’s finished that device to screen for the communicator.”
“Dave, can it wait?” she pleaded.
“Don’t you think this is a priority?”
“But so is us having some time off. You need it. I need it. We, I mean us, we need it.”
She was right he realised. He had been driving himself hard ever since the war began, ever since he lost Amy and the kids. “I’ve been running away haven’t I?”
She hadn’t yet made the jump. “What do you mean?”
“You just made me realise how driven I have been lately, since I lost Amy and the kids. I have kept myself so busy. So deliberately busy that I have had no time to grieve.”
Rihan came over to him and held him. She didn’t need to say anything more but he needed someone to hold and he held on tight. 
“I loved them so and I miss them dearly”. He started to cry quietly. 
After a few moments he realised how difficult this must be for Rihan, him talking about Amy. “I’m sorry for talking about this.” He tried to stand erect and regain some control, but she held him firm pulling his head down onto her shoulder. 
“Don’t be silly” she said patting his back. “You have to cry. You have to grieve. It’s what we all must do.” 
In that moment, Rihan started crying too. Memories flooded back of her parents who had come with her to New Hammersley and were killed there too. Like Dave and many of the crew she too felt guilty. Her rational brain knew that it wasn’t her fault. They had chosen of their own free will to come out and she wasn’t responsible for the nuke that wiped New Hammersley out. She had cried all this out before and she knew that there would be more crying to come. But right now she had to be strong for Dave.
 



Chapter 9. Hermes 1700, 23 April.
Later in the afternoon Dave got another call from Mary Chernside. Sue Chalker had woken from her coma. She was very weak but alert. She had asked after him and the rest of the team. Could he come and see her. She thought it would do her good. 
As Dave and Rihan entered the sickbay he could see Dai Shu was seated beside Sue’s bed. The lights were still dim. The machines surrounding the bed hummed and pinged. The smell of disinfectant and anaesthetic reminded him of every other visit he had made to a medbay.
Dr Chernside came over. “Thanks for coming Sir. Things are looking good. She’s sleeping now but I reckon she would want to be woken. That would be fine but don’t stay too long.”
Mary gently shook Sue till she stirred. She saw Warner and Rihan and started to raise herself on her elbow. Mary propped her up with a pillow.
“Thank you for coming Sir” she said in a weak voice. She placed out her arm and took hold of Warner’s hand. “I owe you my life.”
“It’s Cpl Shu here that you really should be thanking. She saved you.”
After a moment’s pause Warner continued “In any event Sgt it is us who should be thanking you. You were very brave. Without you we wouldn’t have been able to extract Manger”.
“Did he betray us again?”
“That’s yet to be determined.”
Chalker raised her voice as best she could. “He should be shot for the traitor he is. How many more are we going to lose?”
Mary was shaking her head at Warner.
“Don’t worry about this now. You need to get better. We’ll call around again. In the meantime rest.”
They withdrew from the sickbay. Mary came out and said “we can’t afford to make her anxious, Sir.”
“I’m very sorry. I’ll call in again tomorrow.”
“Why don’t you leave it till the next day, Sir? I’ll call if there is any significant development.”
“Fine” said Warner, feeling a little dejected. It hadn’t been his intention to cause her anxiety - far from it. But he didn’t know how he could have handled that better. 
As he walked away with Rihan he said “I shouldn’t have mentioned Manger”.
“Yeh, she really thinks he betrayed us. Understandable if you’ve just been shot, I suppose. You know, you want something to blame.”
“I think we should call off our dinner tonight with Art. It’s probably best we are not seen fraternising with him.” 
“He won’t be impressed.”
“No.”
And Art was not impressed nor with Dave’s suggestion that he keep a very low profile and that perhaps he should avoid being seen in the mess. “Why don’t you just lock me in the Brig” he protested.
Dave teased him a bit. “I did consider it but I wasn’t sure I could guarantee your safety there either.”
“I see I am speaking with someone who is really master of his ship” replied Art.
“Don’t worry Art. It won’t be for long. You can come over and stay at the Shangri La when we head out.”
“OK now you’re talking. But you’re not going to buy me off that easy next time.” And then Art twisted the knife a little himself. “You love birds will clean up before you go, won’t you?” 
Dave knew he’d been busted, but he wasn’t going to let Art get the better of him in this joust. “I’m not sure if we will have any energy left for that Art. I’m pretty exhausted these days.”
“That’s cruel, very cruel.” They both laughed and Art hung up.
 



Chapter 10. Shangri La 2200, 23 April.
The old movie had just finished and Dave raised his head slightly from its position on Rihan’s leg. She had watched the period romance throughout. Dave, having lost the battle for choice of movie, had been content to just lie in her lap. He had actually dozed off for a good portion of it. 
“And Mr Darcy has been ensnared yet again?” he taunted.
“Of course, as it should be. Brain always triumphs over brawn.”
“Harsh, very harsh. But alas I cannot disagree. He’s such a pompous arse.”
“Yes, but he mellows and besides he has a great arse.”
“I see. I saw you looking at mine in the pool. You fancy a nice bum then?”
“If I have a whip handy” she shot back.
“S&M too. You are the dark horse.” Now he was teasing her and she was rising to the challenge.
“Just because you rode me once today, doesn’t mean you’ll get another ride.”
“Is that so?” At which he jumped up. But before he could gain the dominant position, she had rolled away and was standing in alert posture for unarmed combat.
“Impressive” he said.
“You ain’t seen nothing yet”. 
But before she could react, Dave had used his left palm to turn her outstretched arm away and in the process to spin her like a top. His right hand pinched hard on her buttock as she struggled to avoid being caught in his embrace. She called out “Ooh! That wasn’t very gentlemanly.” 
“All’s fair in love and war.”
“And this is?”
“Love, definitely love” said Dave. Their eyes were locked. She lowered her arms and walked straight over to him. He offered no defences. She grasped his face between her hands and kissed him passionately.
 



Chapter 11. Shangri La 0800, 25 April.
Rihan was buttering her toast over the dining table, reflecting on the last two days of absolute bliss. “Dave, I want to thank you. This has been the best time of my life.”
“You’re easily pleased then.” He was teasing her.  
“Come on Dave” she rebuked. “I’m trying to be serious.”
He could see he had made light of her sincere remarks. “I’m sorry.”
“I meant it. I can’t recall a time when I have been happier.”
He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.
“I really wish we had longer” she said.
“Me too. But alas it’s back to work. Chase and Pug will be here soon.”
“How do you want to play things about us?” she asked.
“Look by now everyone will know we’ve been shacked up here for the past two days” said Dave. “It would be ridiculous to pretend otherwise. In any event I don’t want to. I don’t see this as a one night fling, well three nights.” He smiled. “Three lovely nights and two amazing days. I’m going to find it hard to keep my hands off you but when we’re on duty we’ll have to be professional. Call me Sir and show me some respect. I realise that may come a bit hard now.” He winked.
In all earnestness, Rihan reached out and touched his hand. “Not at all. Not at all.”
He picked up her hand in his and tenderly kissed the top of it. He looked into her eyes and loved her.
“Of course we now have an even bigger problem” he said.
“What?” 
“Your cabin or mine?” he said.
She loved his sense of humour, well most of the time. He could be flippant at times. But his eyes usually betrayed his good nature and lack of any bad intent. They were smiling now. 
“They say variety is the spice of life” she responded “but there is more space in your cabin.”
“That’s true and I now appreciate just how much space you need in a bedroom.”
“Cheeky” and she gave him a light clip over the ear followed by a long lingering kiss.
At the end of it he said “now where am I again? We gotta do that again.”
“Ta Ta Ta…duty calls mon capitain.”
“Ah duty, ma cherie! Till tonight then!”
“Till tonight.”
 



Chapter 12. Shangri La 0900, 25 April.
“Wow” was all Chase Hanlon could get out as he surveyed the entrance. Rihan was enjoying his reaction. He finally looked at her and said “Is this for real?”
“Sure is and you’ve got to see the pool.”
“A swimming pool?”
“Yep” said Rihan as she gently guided him down to the conference wing.
Chief Pug Sterkze, being older, wasn’t that easy to impress but even he was staring in amazement. “These business types really know how to kit out a facility.”
Warner was waiting in the conference room, the one with the long wooden table. He bid them sit down and as they entered asked “Coffee gentlemen?” He waved his hand palm upwards towards a silver tray, replete with coffee pot, and a range of biscuits.
“Don’t mind if I do” said Pug. “Things are looking up.”
Chase was already munching a biscuit and pouring out a cup for himself. Then he realised that it would be best to offer it up. “I’ll do the honours.” Rihan nodded approval and Chase smiled back.
“Everything OK onboard?” Warner asked Chase.
“Yes Sir. Replenishment is complete. Two thirds of the crew are ashore on leave. Lt Bellard is on watch. Nothing else to report.”
“Any further news on Sgt Chalker?”
“Doc has her up and walking, well in that RoboWalker anyway.”
“Really?” asked Warner “So soon.”
“Yes Sir” said Pug. “There’ no holding her back. She’s one tough marine.”
“OK I must drop in to see her later today. Alright, down to business.” Warner went on to update them on developments, including how Rapperberg had decrypted the signal and how they were going to set a trap for Archangel. He explained that to force his hand they needed to choose a target that the traitor must respond to.
“Alpha Phi” said Pug “that’s going to be one tough nut, given our numbers.”
“I agree Sir” said Chase “Don’t you think we might be biting off more than we can chew?”
“Maybe but the only other critical target that is vital to the enemy is the base at Niku and that’s a lot tougher.” The others nodded in agreement. “If we pull this off, we get rid of a thorn in our side, destroying the corvette base, and more importantly we put our house in order. And we need to do that soon.”
“Wouldn’t it be best to wait for reinforcements, Sir. If Fleet agree, we can hit them with a whole task force” suggested Pug.
“No, this can’t wait that long. We need to rid ourselves of this viper asap.” Warner was about to tell them his real reason but a gut feeling warned him not to. He didn’t have time to interrogate that feeling but he had come to trust his instincts in these matters. So he refrained. For now only he, Rihan and Art would know that the attack on Hammersley was not down to the Alliance and that he had not informed Fleet HQ.
Pug couldn’t see the necessity to move now. He was studying his skipper’s face carefully but it was inscrutable. He stayed his hand. 
Warner looked at the silent faces and then proffered “Besides we couldn’t maintain a fleet task force here at the moment anyway.”
“No, but they could do a hit and run raid” said Chase.
“And that would invite a reciprocal raid by the Wasp Group on our base here.”
Pug decided to chime in. “But what’s to stop them doing that in response to a small raid by us?”
“They have not committed the Wasp to this sector so far for a good reason. At the moment it can respond to a move from either our Enterprise Group or the Arc Royal Group. If they move here they leave their vital interests exposed. They will only commit if they know we have committed one of our groups.”
That seemed to satisfy them as no further challenges ensued. Finally Chase asked “When are you thinking of launching this attack, Sir”.
“Tomorrow evening.”
“That doesn’t leave much time.”
“No it doesn’t.”
“I want you and Pug to work up options. We’ll meet again after lunch say at 1400.”
“XO better round up the troops on shore and get the Hermes ready for departure by 0600 tomorrow.”
Rihan had her poker face on. “Yes Sir” she said and gave him a quick wink. Warner pretended not to notice. But the others did.
 “Does that mean I miss out on a night of luxury here” said Chase, looking a little despondent.
“Not at all Chase. There’s even beer in the fridge. But I want you ready on board at 0600” said Rihan.
Chase’s face lit up “Yes Maam!” and he gave her a quick wink.



Chapter 13. Hermes 1030, 25 April.
Warner approached the sickbay on Hermes with a little apprehension. He wanted to avoid a repeat of his last visit. Rihan was busy getting the ship ready. He missed her. ‘How could I become so dependent so quickly?’ he asked himself silently. 
Before he could ponder that Mary Chernside approached him. She had a big smile on her face. It was genuine. Most things about the doc were genuine thought Warner. She was guiding him down the corridor towards the gym. She opened the door for him and beckoned him in. There standing on the floor was the RoboWalker, in which Sue Chalker was encased. Her legs were strapped firmly to the robotic limbs. She was holding onto a metal bar in front. Her legs, the robot’s legs, well their legs were marching around the room.
There was a look of absolute determination on Sue’s face. Her focus was fixed on the floor several steps ahead of her. Then she momentarily caught sight of Warner and Mary. She nodded and continued on with her rehab.
“Amazing” said Warner. “How long has she been doing this?”
“Since yesterday afternoon. Not all the time of course” she added.
“Is she over doing it?”
“I don’t think so. I never underestimate a person’s desire to get better.”
“She looks like she has the hang of it already”
“She does. She’s aiming for mastery now.”
“Everything else OK?”
“Yes…I reckon she’ll be out of here by week’s end. She’ll still need further regular physio for some time. Probably won’t be up to combat standard. In most other cases I would have said ‘light duties only’. But I wouldn’t want to be the one to tell her that.”
“No, nor would I.”
Sue had done another circuit and stopped near the dismount rack. She unfastened the harnesses on her legs, grabbed the overhead bar and swung herself out of the machine and onto the adjacent seat. She was sweating profusely. The effects of the ordeal were obvious. But she looked very pleased with herself – determined and pleased. Her face was saying ‘yes I’m back and nothing’s stopping me’.
She wiped her face with a towel and waved at Warner. He came over to her and she said “Not bad, hey Sir?”
“Better than ‘not bad’. I’m amazed.”
“Chalkers aren’t chokers. That’s what my dad always said.”
Warner smiled. He liked the catchy alliteration of her family’s motto. Then wondered what his would be if they had one. “Certainly beats ‘Warners are wingers’”
Sue laughed. “Thanks for coming Sir”
“My pleasure Sgt.”
Then Sue tentatively asked “has anything been decided yet about Manger?”
Mary looked intently at Sue, concerned that this would spark another reaction like the previous one. Warner too wanted to avoid that. He was choosing his words carefully.
“No not yet. It has to go to Fleet HQ and it will take some time.”
“I just hope the bastard gets what’s coming to him” Sue blurted out. There was real venom in her voice. Warner recognised the signs, the signs of hate.
“I understand your anger and resentment but you don’t want to let that eat you up.”
“How would you know?” she came back strongly.
In a measured voice, designed to calm her down but still forceful enough Warner said “Because I’ve been there. You’re not the first trooper to be shot in combat and you won’t be the last.”
Some of the anger dissipated from Sue’s face but it was clear she was still unsatisfied. She was breathing heavily and Mary moved to intervene. But Sue brushed her aside. “Traitors need to be dealt with Sir.”
“Agreed. But everyone is entitled to due process and that is what is being done.”
“As long as it is Sir” she replied. 
Mary then interjected “I think we best leave it there. Don’t you, Sir?”
Warner nodded and walked out the gym leaving Mary with her charge. ‘Geez I didn’t handle that well.’ He admonished himself.
 



Chapter 14. Hermes 1130, 25 April.
Rihan and Warner met Chief Rapperberg in the central crumple compartment. He was showing them a small device he had obviously crafted himself. It looked pretty crude but the Chief assured them it could detect any communicator capable of interfacing with the ships comms server.
“OK Chief I believe you” said Warner. “Can you undertake the sweep of the ship?”
Rihan piped up “He shouldn’t be doing this on his own. I can assist.”
Warner nodded. “OK when?”
Rapperberg said “I have a few other things to attend to. Give me half an hour?”
Warner looked to Rihan, who nodded. “OK but I need the XO for a briefing ashore at 1400”
“Shouldn’t take that long, Sir”
“Good. Let’s do it.”
“Excuse me then Sir?”
“Of course and thanks”
“No problems.”
 



Chapter 15. Hermes 1230, 25 April.
“Sir you had better come and see this” Warner heard Rihan say on the communicator. By her formal address he realised she must still be with Rapperberg. 
“Where?”
“The gym on crew deck”
“I’m on my way”
A minute later Warner was met outside the front of the gym on crew deck. This was located between the officers’ and senior NCOs’ quarters.
“Found something?” Warner said in a low serious voice.
Rihan nodded. Rapperberg was looking pleased.
“Anyone in there now?” asked Warner. 
“No, not at the moment” said Rihan.
“OK. Show me.”
Rapperberg entered and pulled over a chair under the vent. He stood on the chair and inserted a screw driver under the bottom of the cover and pulled it outwards, holding it up with his other hand. He titled his head towards the inside of the duct. He then eased the cover back and let Warner take a look. 
There it was about half a metre in, just lying there. “I see” said Warner “Anyone could have left that here. Doesn’t really help our cause directly, does it?”
Rihan responded “No Sir. We’re going to need to literally catch him in the act.”
“Chief, refasten that. Leave it as you found it and rig up a camera to keep it under surveillance.”
Rapperberg jumped back on the chair. When he was finished he moved the chair back to its original location. They walked together in silence back to the elevator and their usual meeting place in the central crumple compartment. Only when the bulkhead door closed did Warner speak.
“Not a word to anyone else. Understood?”
They both nodded.
“We’ll have to time this just right. We must coordinate this with the next mission.” Turning to Rihan he continued “Come on we had better get to that briefing. Chief, you did well. Thanks.”
“My pleasure Sir. I’m quite enjoying this.”
“Be careful what you wish for. But above all just be careful.”
“Will do Sir.”
The bulkhead doors at either end clanged almost in unison.
 



Chapter 16. Shangri La 1405, 25 April.
“Sorry for being late” apologised Warner. “Chase what have you got?”
“First off, I’d like to say that our intel is not that up to date. As you may recall we lost our last probe over Alpha Phi a few days ago. According to the Base quartermaster it’ll be the next shuttle before he has any more. I really don’t like the idea of going in blind.”
Warner could see the concern on Chase’s face. He looked at Pug. He had his poker face on but he suspected that he had reservations about this op too.
“Pug what’s your view on this?”
“Chase is right Sir. For all we know they could have deployed new batteries, fighters…who knows. They’re just as likely to be building up their base as we are here.”
“Why don’t we do a recce first with Hermes?” suggested Chase “just an in and out run. We then come back and hit them two days later.”
“That would mean delaying the actual attack. No, we go in tomorrow.”
Chase looked across at Pug who gave a light shrug of his shoulders. He decided not to pursue his opposition any longer. “OK then here’s what we have come up with.”
After reviewing the options Warner sat quietly for a while. Rihan knew that his mind was working overtime analysing the different courses of action. To her it seemed the best option was to hit the radar station. It was more isolated, had less defences and would seriously reduce their early warning capabilities thereby making a follow up raid easier.
Chase was looking at Warner eager for a response. Pug was also looking at Dave but deep in thought. He looked tired. It had been a long meeting. The weak sunlight was fading fast. 
Finally Rihan decided to prompt Warner. “What do you think, Sir?”
Warner looked at each of his co-planners, ending up at Rihan. “Option three, the radar station.”
Chase looked pleased as did Rihan. Pug had turned to face Warner but he was clearly still deep in thought. Finally he said “we’re going to have to commit 90% of our marines to the attack Sir. Are you prepared for the consequences if things go wrong?”
“I realise that Pug. The responsibility is mine. We go tomorrow.”
“OK Sir” said Pug “I need to use the comms room and convey these plans to the ship. Then I better head back and get my marines ready.”
Warner was deep in thought. He looked up at Pug and nodded.
Chase turned to Rihan and said “where’s that pool?”
“Down the corridor and on your right” she responded.
Chase smiled gleefully and headed for the door.
“Chase” called out Warner “make sure there is a complete comms lockdown on Hermes effectively immediately”.
Chase understood the need for it. “Will do, Sir.” He then left the room.
Rihan was trying to gauge Warner’s mood. She decided to leave him and clear the table. With the silver tray in her arms, stacked with the mugs and glasses, she called out to Warner across the room “You selected the right option.”
That jolted Warner out of his ponderings. “What, the radar station or committing to an attack tomorrow.”
“We don’t have a choice. We need to act tomorrow.”
“There’s always a choice. I’m risking the lives of 20 people to trap one. Doesn’t sound like a fair exchange, does it?”
“No, but it has to be a ground attack and it has to be credible. Otherwise Archangel will do nothing. He’s not going to invite his own destruction by having the Hermes destroyed. We should count our blessings for that.”
“Good point.” 
 



Chapter 17. Shangri La 2100, 25 April.
Warner had been physically present but not really focussed throughout dinner. They were now relaxing in the main downstairs lounge. Chase and Rihan were ranking old movies. Warner was reviewing tomorrow’s plan again on his console. Rihan kept looking over at him. She knew he was agonising over the mission. Enough was enough she thought and moved beside him at the table.
“Come on lover” she said “It’s time you took me to bed.” She looked over to Chase who was trying to be non-plussed about what he had just heard and she gave him a smile. 
Warner didn’t seem concerned. He finished what he was doing and closed the console. He then looked across at Chase, smiled and said “Duty calls!”
“The buggy departs 0540, Chase” advised Rihan.
“Good night. I’ll be ready” replied Chase and gave them a wave as they climbed the stairs hand in hand.
Twenty minutes later, Warner was setting his alarm for 0430. That would give him enough time to meditate, shave and grab a bite to eat before they headed off. His gear was packed ready for the early start. His lover was beside him in the bed. She said “do we really have to set the alarm for 0430. You know a good looking gal like me needs her beauty sleep.”
He searched for a clever response but his mind wasn’t really there. He leaned over, gave her a peck on the cheek, then turned the light out. 
“What, no cuddle?” she queried. She grabbed his hand and pulled it over her, allowing him to cup her breast. He lay there cuddling into her back, enjoying the soft touch of her breast.
“You know yesterday you thanked me for this time together” said Warner. “It’s really me who needs to thank you. You are so lovely.” He kissed the back of her neck. She rolled backwards and he kissed her ear lobe. She really liked that and started rubbing her feet over his leg. She felt him being aroused, rolled around and embraced him. They kissed tenderly and made love.
He was deep asleep now and she lay there reflecting on the past few days. ‘What a blessing’ she thought. And then she found herself doing something she had not done for many years. She prayed. ‘Lord keep us safe.’



Chapter 18. Hermes 0555, 25 April.
“Welcome aboard Sir” said 2nd Lt Val Gomez, quartermaster and current officer of the watch. Val was the shortest officer on board but she was never self-conscious about her diminutive stature. She worked out and had a well-toned body. Her dark hair was cut short. Her dark brown eyes were nearly always smiling. She had a round face and clear complexion. It was her natural bon ami that everyone loved. She seemed to be cheerful all the time and this was no exception.
“All hands are on board” she said “and subject to Engineering completing their warm up, we will be ready to launch at 0600.”
“Excellent Ms Gomez” said Warner. He was now all focus on the mission. “As soon as Engineering give the go ahead, you are clear to launch and warp to our objective.”
“Roger, Sir”.
He headed to the command centre. It was a beehive of last minute activity. Chase was settling in, talking to 2nd Lt Aubrey Bellard about target priorities on coming out of warp. In many ways Aubrey was similar to Rihan though she was just a year younger, just a bit shorter and a little thinner. Her dark blond hair was also in a ponytail. Her classic English fair complexion was just a bit fairer than Rihan’s. Her pale blue eyes glanced between Chase and the display. Dave had seen those keen eyes darting from one piece of data or icon to another many time before. Her sharp mind was even quicker. She was a very competent battle systems officer and few people bested her in an argument. 
When Rihan had joined the crew six months earlier Dave feared that Aubrey and Rihan might be too competitive but in fact they soon became best friends and were often seen talking and laughing together.
Aubrey glanced across now at Rihan and smiled. Rihan smiled back but quickly returned her focus onto the crew rosters. 
Sgt Rao was almost running back to the pilot’s seat, probably from a last minute pit stop. He was a short wiry fellow in an obvious hurry. Known for his ‘need for speed’ he was also a bit of a joker. Dark hair and a geek’s smile were often the only thing the rest of the command centre staff got to see as he turned his head around from the pilot’s seat in the cockpit, which was position forward and below.
Sgt Shriver came in briefly, spoke with Chase and left.
Warner went to the captain’s chair, his chair, and sat down. In doing so he performed another of his rituals. He silently chanted the mantra three times as he sat. He closed his eyes and prayed to his Guru that everything he did and said would be in her service, in her honour and that it would bear great fruit.
Rihan had seen him do this before. She made a note to ask him what it was. She guessed it was something spiritual. At first she had been surprised to see him take this spiritual stuff seriously. But after witnessing him meditating these last few days and now with him sitting there so serene, she understood that he would not be who he was were it not for his spirituality. She resolved to respect that in him.
Likewise the others in the command centre saw their commanding officer in that state. Somehow they had all stopped too. They were all looking at him. It wasn’t as though he was drawing attention to himself or was doing anything overt. Yet in that brief moment he had by some means stilled the entire atmosphere of the command centre. And that was no small feat thought Rihan.
He opened his eyes. They took in all around him. He smiled, content and ready, said nothing more and within a few seconds the buzz of activity and conversation recommenced.
Val Gomez came in from the bridge and looked to her commander “Launch in one minute Sir.”
“Excellent. Carry on”. Warner scanned the room again. The noise had again dropped. The crew were strapping in. Warner did likewise.
“Launch in 30 seconds. All crew to their seats.” Val announced over the intercom.
Without further ado, the engines revved up and the Hermes taxied out onto the runway. Sgt Rao was all concentration down in the cockpit. He was going through the handshake with Flight Control, while the engines were straining for the release.
The vertical thrusters were engaged and the frigate rose to about a 100m above ground level. The main thrusters fired and the frigate began moving forward. Rao gunned the engines and lifted her nose steeply. With a gravity well much smaller than a planet the size of Earth its hold on the spaceship was much weaker. Then it came, the big kick in, as the engines’ boosters were engaged and the craft hurtled upwards at a prodigious velocity. Two minutes later they were at escape velocity and still accelerating. It was all done in ten minutes. The Hermes was in space and Rao banked her around. Klaster was a speck below. 
Gomez announced it was safe to move about and within seconds there was plenty of movement. The last recheck of the warp coordinates was made and confirmed. Gomez announced warp in one minute. Crystal Wong was locking in the automated weapon system engagement protocols. Rihan departed to check on some administrative matters. It seemed that everyone was doing something except the ship’s captain. But that would have been a mistaken assessment.
He was content to see his officers undertake their duties without any need of supervision from himself. He was now resolved to the course of action ahead. But something was troubling him. Something deep in his subconscious was struggling to gain his attention. He did not have clarity on what it was at the moment but he knew it to be important. There was something missing. Something that he had seen that was significant. Now what was it?
He closed his eyes and tried to clear his mind, but the noise from within the centre was too great. He rose and informed Gomez that he would be in his cabin.
In his cabin he turned out the lights and sat down on his asana, crossing his legs in an easy posture. He wrapped his shawl around his shoulders, closed his eyes and posed the question ‘what am I missing’. He repeated it several times and then focussed on his breath. Finally as his mind stilled he asked the question one more time. Then he let it be. 
His inner eye was focussed on the void and he felt the heaviness and the pull within. Then, nothing. It was like being suspended, weightless, free to move but unattached to anything. He was the witness. How he loved this state. One moment the void and then in the next he was skiing down a gigantic waterfall, somehow remaining on top of the water. The exhilaration was wonderful. In the snap of a synapse he was back in the void. After, he did not know how long, he realised he was witnessing the briefing they had this afternoon. There he was pouring over the plans with Chase and Pug. He could see the faces of Rihan, Chase and Pug looking back at him waiting for his decision.
So what? His mind cut it. In that moment he was pulled out of the state. He resolved to continue. He posed the question again and again the deep breathing and finally stillness. Then he saw Kiralenko in the command centre taking them out of warp. So what? His conscious mind called out. This time he gave up. It was useless. He was annoyed at himself. He chastised himself for his inability to remain in the state. But now his active mind was racing and he knew it was useless to persist.
He made his way to the officers’ mess. It was empty. Cranky Jack, ever alert, appeared and asked if he wanted anything. Warner asked for a coffee and sat down at the dining table. He decided to leave alone any thoughts about what he was missing. He now turned his attention to the question of who would lead the ground forces. He had promised to give Chase his decision by 0900 so that planning could be finalised.
On frigates with only a small complement of officers it was usually the ship’s captain, the XO or the Ops officer who led shore parties.  Warner was weighing up the pros and cons. Chase had proposed himself as the ground force commander. But Warner was worried about his inexperience. This would in fact be his first ground force command and would be a difficult one. Maybe that was why Pug had volunteered himself for the task.
The main objective of this mission was to trap Archangel and that would all happen on board, so he wanted to be there for that. For the same reason he wanted Rihan on board as well. That narrowed the choice down to Chase or Pug. In the end he opted for both of them. Chase being a commissioned officer would be in command but his deputy would be the seasoned Marine Chief.
 



Chapter 19. Hermes 0800, 25 April.
Fifteen minutes later in the conference room, Chase was delighted to have the honour. Pug was also well pleased. He accepted the role of wise counsel. The two of them left the conference room to go and finalise the plans and brief the assault troops.
“Are you sure Chase is up to this task?” asked Rihan after they had left.
“I have a few reservations. But he’s quick and eager.”
“Do we really want ‘eager’ for this mission?”
“Pug will restrain him and prevent him from doing anything foolish.”
“I hope so” said Rihan. “I would hate to see him hurt.”
“You know I can’t guarantee that.”
“I know…It’s a good decision.”
“So how do we go about catching Archangel?”
Rihan thought for a few moments as did Warner. Then they both started talking at the same time.
“You first” said Warner.
She laughed and smiled at him. She noted his gallantry. “We know where the communicator is and Archangel is going to have to go to it to use it”
“And he’s going to have to do that real soon after coming out of warp to give his buddies down on Alpha Phi a chance to respond” added Warner.
“Correct” continued Rihan “so we need to be monitoring the comms server log.”
“And as soon as it indicates access,”
“We nab him.”
 “So I’ll nab him and you monitor the log” said Rihan.
“Hold on a moment” said Warner “I think I’m still the boss here. I’ll do the nabbing, you monitor.”
Rihan gave a shrug of her shoulders accepting his decision with good grace. 
“Can you ask Chief Rapperberg to meet me at my cabin immediately we come out of warp and make sure he’s armed?”
The last point reminded Rihan of the seriousness of what they were about to do. “You will be careful?”
“Don’t worry. I’m a lousy hero!” he said, making light of the situation/ keeping things light.
 



Chapter 20. Hermes 1500, 25 April.
“You wanted to see me Sir” Pug Sterkze said in his deep voice. 
“Come in Pug” said Warner ushering him into his cabin. He waved his hand towards the visitor’s chair. As Pug sat down, Warner continued “I wanted to have a chat to you before you go.”
“Of course Sir, what’s on your mind?”
“Chase is in command of the ground forces but he’s going to need your support”
“He’s got it Sir.”
“I appreciate that. As you know, this is his first ground command. He needs to work things out for himself. So a light touch, hey. Only intervene if the safety of the force is being jeopardised.”
“Understood Sir.”
“But if he asks for your advice then give it to him”
“Don’t worry Sir. You know me. I’m not afraid to put my few cents in.”
Warner smiled. He knew alright.
“Thanks Pug and take care down there.”
“Will do Sir. Anything else?”
“No. Good luck”.
 



Chapter 21. Hermes 1520, 25 April.
Chase was supposed to have been at his cabin five minutes ago. So Warner decided to head down to his and see what the holdup was. His door was open and there was Chase adjusting his equipment.
“Did you forget something?” Warner asked.
“I don’t think so” called out Chase without lifting his head or turning to see who it was addressing him. He was so totally engrossed in his packing.
“Are you sure about that Mr Hanlon” called out Warner in an official sounding voice that brought Chase upright.
“Excuse me Sir, I’m sorry.”
“Meeting, my office, five minutes ago?” said Warner.
“Oh…I really am sorry Sir. I’ll come right now.” 
“Don’t bother, here will do.”
Chase quickly moved the gear from the chair so Warner could sit and he sat on the bed. It was cluttered with all manner of stuff. When Warner saw it, he was reminded of when he was a greenhorn subaltern and of the hours he would spend getting his kit to fit just right and agonising over what to take and what to discard.
Glancing at his pack Warner asked “You got it right?”
“Yeh, I think so.”
“Good. Nervous?”
“A little, Sir. But I’ll be right. I won’t let you down.”
“I know that Chase. But don’t let yourself down either.”
“Sir?” Chase queried with a puzzled expression.
“You’re going to be in command down there but you are also an individual member of that team. You must stay focussed on your own personal safety. I don’t want you getting your head blown off because you weren’t looking around.”
Chase was all focus now and nodded at his commander.
“You call the shots but don’t be afraid to ask for support and advice from Chief Sterkze. He has a wealth of experience. Draw on it.”
“I will Sir.”
“One other thing. Remember that the main purpose of this mission is to trap Archangel. Knocking out the enemy’s radar station is an optional bonus. If we nab this traitor early, which I do expect, then I’ll signal to extract. So no heroics and bring my troopers back.” Warner leaned forward and held Chase by the shoulder and offering him his hand said “Good luck.” 
Chase shook it. He looked up into his commander’s face and felt reassured. “Thank you Sir.”



Chapter 22. Hermes 1550, 25 April.
With just ten minutes to go before coming out of warp Warner checked in on Rihan at the command centre. It was starting to get busy in there, in prep for coming out of warp. So he motioned to her to join him in the corridor.
“Things right with Rapperberg?” he asked in a soft voice.
“Yes he said he’d be there”
“Are you right with the monitoring?”
“Yes I have the comms log up now.”
“Are you packing lady?”
“Never better” she responded.
“Good to hear. If there is any trouble grab the guard from the command centre and bolt down to the scene of the crime. But be careful. Have the guard lead.”
She nodded and took his hand “and you be careful too”. She took a quick glance to see that no one was watching and kissed him on the cheek.
Warner was still smiling as he headed off for his rendezvous with Rapperberg. He rubbed his hand down over his pistol as a physical check of its presence. He was sure he would need it soon.
Back in the comms centre, the XO went back to her terminal. Nothing was showing on the comms log, as it should be when in warp. She bought up the snitch app. In a few minutes she would be glued to it. It would provide its own log of unauthorised transmissions. She opened a channel on her intercom and did a comms check with Warner. He was in his cabin. In fact he was grabbing another mag for his pistol, just in case.
The plan called for the launch of the warthog as soon as the command centre was sure of no hostile ships in the vicinity. 2nd Lt Aubrey Bellard was the watch officer, so Sgt Crystal Wong was in the battle systems hot seat. It would be her job to give the all clear. But it would be the XO’s responsibility, in the absence of the ops officer, to say yay or nay on the launch of the warthog. So Rihan knew that she would have to divide her focus here.
“Coming out of warp in three minutes” announced Aubrey. She was concentrating intensely. Her razor sharp mind was mentally going over the checklist of activities. “Positions people!” she called out. She was pacing the floor and scanning the large display. She turned to her team sergeant who was already bent over her terminal. “Sgt Wong are you ready?” she asked in a voice that brooked no dissent. Wong looked up briefly and acknowledged “Yes Maam, battle systems are ready.”
Aubrey almost pirouetted to shift her gaze onto what should have been an occupied comms terminal. “Where’s the Comms Officer?” she called out tersely. Rihan looked up and sure enough Kiralenko was not at his seat. Technically it wasn’t essential that he be there but it had been their standard operating procedure on warping into a known enemy location that he should be.
“Carry on Ms Bellard. I’ll find out where he is” said Rihan.
“Thanks you Maam” said a relieved Aubrey.
“Kiralenko, where are you” asked Rihan on the intercom.
She repeated the call and only on the third time did he respond “Call of nature Maam. I’ll be there directly.”
“Make it snappy”.
“Yes Maam.”
“Coming out of warp in 10, 9, 8…3, 2, 1” counted down the watch officer. 
Rihan’s attention went immediately to Crystal Wong.
Down in the loading dock Chase was extremely agitated. His right hand man for this mission had still not arrived. He called out to the guard on the entrance “Can you see Chief Strekze?”
“No Sir” came the reply. 
Charlie team was lined up on the right, their packs beside them. They would be going in the second lift after the warthog returned from inserting Bravo team. The plan called for both Chase and Pug to be in the first lift. They were looking at their young nervous leader with mixed views. For some it was ‘if he’s flapping now, what’s he going to be like when the shit hits the fan’. Others just put it down to first time nerves and were generous enough to recall their own first time and give him the benefit of the doubt.
“Chief where are you?” Chase called on the intercom.
“Sorry Sir my console’s still downloading. I need a bit more time.”
“What?” Chase couldn’t believe it. “You’ve got to be kidding. Get your arse down here now.“
“Will do, Sir.”
The few who were close enough to hear Chase couldn’t believe what they heard. ‘Maybe he has what it takes’ they thought. A few of them even smiled.
In the command centre Rihan waited tensely. Everyone waited tensely.
“All clear’ cried out Crystal.
“Chase” said Rihan on the intercom.
“Yes”
“It’s a go.”
“Right but I’m going to have to leave without Pug. He’s not here. He’ll have to go in the second lift. Can you pass that onto him. I’m oscar mike.”
“Wait” said Rihan “Where is he?”
“Says he’s in his room downloading to his console.”
At that moment, Pug came running through the dock entrance, panting heavily.
“He’s just arrived. Don’t worry” and to Pug he shouted “Come on!”
Pug ran past him, clambered up into the warthog and took up his position at the back.
Chase swung himself into the warthog, slammed the door tight. He strode as best he could amongst all the gear towards the seat behind the pilot. He tapped Parinya on the shoulder and away they went.
Rihan couldn’t believe what she had just heard. “Shit” she called out, drawing everyone’s attention to her. She ignored them and focussed instead on the snitch terminal. “Shit” she cried out even louder. There it was the unauthorised transmission. She opened a channel to Warner. “Go” she yelled. She looked up and all she saw were bewildered faces with mouths open.
Gunter Rapperberg charged out the door, pistol in hand. He was pumped. Warner, likewise, was behind him. They got to the Gym door in a few seconds, Gunter on the right and Warner on the left. Warner nodded. Gunter threw open the door and went right. Warner charged in after him to the left.
But there was no one there. They looked in the adjacent showers. No one. “Fuck” cried out Warner. “Quick, check the vent” 
Gunter dragged over a chair, scrambled onto it and lifted the cover. He peered in. “It’s not there.”
“Damm” said Warner. “Check the camera.”
Gunter synced his console to the camera, set the replay to reverse and began replaying it. They both watched but the frames were a solid white. The time stamp registered 1555 when what looked like a flash occurred, prior to that it was the vent untampered with.
“Oh shit! What do you reckon that was?” asked Dave. 
Gunter shrugged his shoulders and then said “Flash bang maybe. Hard to be sure, whatever it was he was onto us.”
 “Rihan” hailed Dave.
“Are you alright?”
“Yes we’re fine. But there’s no one here, no communicator.”
“Shit” she yelled out again. “How come?”
“Don’t worry. We should abort the mission.”
“The warthog’s already launched”
“Blast” said Warner. The adrenalin was draining now as failure seemed complete. “We need to recall them anyway. We’ve botched this.”
Kiralenko came back into the command centre jolting Rihan’s brain.
“Wait one…we need to talk. I’ll meet you in your cabin.”
“Roger.”
Rihan stood. Eyes were still on her especially Kiralenko’s. She looked intently at him but said nothing. She turned towards Aubrey “the ship’s yours” and then she marched out with a disgusted angry look on her face. But as she marched the disgust and anger turned to resolve.
 



Chapter 23. Hermes 1615, 25 April.
Warner was sitting on his bed with Rapperberg on one chair and Rihan on the other. The listening devices that he and Rihan had discovered earlier were lying smashed on the desk. The door was locked. Rihan had just briefed them on Kiralenko’s absence from the command centre. Warner was still trying to get over the complete cockup that had just transpired. He was angry with himself. Gunter was aware of his boss’s torment but he too was just as guilty. His heart rate was still coming down. Part of him actually enjoyed the excitement but he thought better of making light in the current circumstances.
“Alright” Warner said “so things are looking like it’s Kiralenko. We won’t be able to prove anything without a smoking gun.”
“Don’t you think we should arrest him right away before he can do any more damage?” asked Rihan. She was all for direct action and direct action now. “We can find the smoking gun later.”
“And if it’s perchance not him, we’re down a good officer and still vulnerable. That communicator hasn’t disappeared. We need to find it and we need to find it now. First place to look would be the other nearby public areas like the officers’ mess.”
“What about Kiralenko’s cabin?” queried Rapperberg.
“OK that too. Rihan keep an eye on Kiralenko. Don’t let him leave the command centre.” She nodded. “I’ll check the messes on this deck. Chief can you check Kiralenko’s cabin and then the wash areas?”
“You got it.”
With renewed zeal they went their separate ways. As Warner was rifling through a cupboard in the Officer’s mess, Rapperberg called out very excitedly on the intercom “Sir, I’ve found it. Here in his room.”
“Right Chief. Good work. I’ll be there in a sec.” 
As he ran out of the mess and down the corridor he was still finding it hard to believe that Ivan Kiralenko was the traitor. When he got to the open door, Gunter was standing over the desk. The communicator was on top and a magnetic clamp lay beside it.
“Where was it?” asked Warner.
“Simple really. It was clamped onto the back of the desk drawer. Not really that difficult to find.”
“Yeh, but he was in a hurry” said Warner.
“What now?” said Gunter. 
“We arrest Kiralenko.” Warner then opened a channel to Rihan. “We’ve found the communicator in Kiralenko’s room. Don’t do anything till I get there.” He then hailed the master at arms and requested him to meet him outside the command centre. “Bring an armed guard and a set of restraints.” He then turned to Gunter. “Chief, stay here till I get back to you. Don’t let anyone in.”
“Yes Sir.”
Warner marched briskly and met the Master-at-Arms, Sgt Chuck Meadows. Meadows was a no nonsense type of guy, perfect for the senior policeman on board. Technically he was overweight but he liked to call it the effects of hard service. His brown hair was almost on end at the moment. It wasn’t every day that they arrested someone on the Hermes. He was looking very concerned. 
Trooper Tan Long was behind him. He was a tall strapping lad with big hands, big feet and if the accounts were to be believed other big features that made him attractive to the opposite sex. He was generally a happy, easy going type but right now he was even more concerned than Chuck. Warner saw the concern on their faces but he didn’t have time for explanations. “Follow me” is all he said.
Rihan looked across as Warner came marching in with the Master-at-Arms and Trooper Long following. Believe it or not they were in step. Warner had his pistol drawn and by his side. He took a few paces to Kiralenko’s terminal and raised his pistol. “Mr Kiralenko you are under arrest. Master-at-Arms restrain him.”
Kiralenko looked completely surprised. But so did everyone else in the command centre. First the XO is yelling out and now this. Kiralenko offered no resistance. He was too shocked for that. Without any further ado, Warner directed “Everyone back to their posts. Master of Arms escort the prisoner and follow me.”
They began marching out when Rihan called out “Watch officer the ship is yours”. She jumped up and jogged to catch up with Warner. They took the elevator down to the crew deck and proceeded to Kiralenko’s room. 
Kiralenko couldn’t work out what Rapperberg was doing in his room. He knew this wasn’t a joke. That was obvious. His mind was racing. Then it dawned on him that they must think he was a traitor or something. “Sir I don’t know what’s going on” he bleated out.
“But you did when you sent that signal just a while ago. Didn’t you?” 
“What signal? I haven’t sent anything. Honestly.”
“And I suppose you’ve never seen this before either?” Warner stepped aside and pointed to the communicator lying on the desk.”
“I’ve never seen that before. It’s not mine” pleaded Kiralenko. “No. I’m being setup. Don’t you see that?”
The thought did cross Warner’s mind but in the absence of any other evidence he felt he had no choice but to lock him up. “Master of Arms, secure Mr Kiralenko in the brig. He is to see no one and no one is to see him till I say so. Is that understood?”
“Understood Sir” and Meadows and Long marched out the prisoner.
Rihan looked at Warner. “What do you think?”
“I don’t know for sure. He could be right about being setup or he could be a very good actor. I’m going to have to grill him and see if he breaks.”
Gunter chimed in “for what it’s worth, Sir, he genuinely looked shit scared.”
“But wouldn’t you if you’d just been sprung” challenged Warner.
“I suppose so.”
“I don’t trust him. Sometimes the obvious IS the truth” said Rihan. 
“But why?” questioned Warner. “We need to find that out.” 
No one spoke for a while. Then Rihan said “Do you still want me to call off the op?”
Warner pondered that for a bit. Then he hailed Bellard “Any signs of enemy activity?”
“No Sir. Bravo team is down and oscar mike. The shuttle will be docking for the second lift in 10 minutes.”
Assuming Kiralenko was Archangel then his primary objective for this op was already achieved. He was in the brig. He now had an opportunity to secure his secondary, the destruction of the enemy radar. The trillion dollar question was whether the early warning that Archangel had given was enough for the enemy to react in time. He would have expected to have detected a warp from the enemy corvettes. 
“Are the enemy corvettes on the deck here?”
“No Sir. Unless they are shielded.”
“No reports of warping in this or nearby systems?”
“No Sir we would alert you straight away.” 
Warner knew that but just wanted to double check. So far so good. He decided that on balance there was still a good chance of hitting the radar station before the enemy could react. “Proceed with the second lift.”
“Roger that”.
Turning to Rihan he said “I need to have a heart to heart with Mr Kiralenko. Can you advise Sgt Jindal that they are right to go and impress on them the need for speed. Leave her with a message for Chase ‘Archangel apprehended’.”
“Will do.” She turned and ran to the elevator.
“Are you sure about him being Archangel, Sir. I’m not convinced” said Rapperberg.
“We’ll see Chief. We’ll see. Thanks for all your efforts”
“My pleasure, Sir. I’ve quite enjoyed all the excitement. Nice change from engines.” He gave Warner a big smile. 
 



Chapter 24. Hermes 1800, 25 April.
Warner came out of the brig mentally exhausted. He had been putting Kiralenko through the third degree for over an hour now. He was tired, drained and ready for a rest. He left his subordinate in a similar condition. He had been tempted at one point to just beat the crap out of him. But he knew better. 
The enemy probably had some hold over him. Who knows he may have some girl in the Alliance systems. After all they used to be our systems and he had been posted to this sector for five years now. Warner had made too many mistakes in the past himself, and in his special ops days he had seen others fall into similar traps.
No, what he needed now was a rest.
But first he needed to check in with Rihan. “Rihan, SITREP?”
“Both teams are on the way to the objective. Everything’s on schedule. No sign of enemy activity. All looks good.”
“Thanks.”
“How did it go with Kiralenko?”
“I’m none the wiser as to why he did it. He still says he’s innocent.”
“Yeh and I’m the fairy godmother!”
“Now that would be a good look”. Somehow he managed to raise enough energy for a weak joke. But really he needed a rest. So he didn’t give her a chance to respond. “I’m just going to rest in my cabin for a minute. I’ll meet you in the mess for a bite to eat in an hour. How about that?”
She could hear the fatigue in his voice. “Fine. I’ll be there.”
When he walked into his cabin, he undid his sidearm and went and washed his face. That helped. His mind was still churning. He had doubts about Kiralenko. It just sounded too easy and too implausible. But if not him, then who? There was something he was still missing. What was it?
He sat down to contemplate. The deep breaths in and out were followed by him posing the question. Then the void and this time he again saw Kiralenko when he was the watch officer coming out of warp over Kaster. What struck him was his focus, nay his earnestness to get it right. Was this a traitor? 
More deep breaths and there again was that image of Pug staring at him in deep thought. What was he doing then? Oh yes, he was contemplating the risks to his marines. Or was he? What if he was contemplating the risks to himself and how he was going to escape the encroaching net? Shit, he just remembered that Pug had used the comms room in Shangri La straight after that meeting, ostensibly to update plans. Crikey he could have tipped them off then. And they’ve had over a day’s warning.
There was a banging on his door that finally penetrated his state. He struggled to his feet. It was Rihan. He opened the door. She was extremely agitated and blurted out “It’s Pug. Pug’s Archangel.” Warner tried to agree but he couldn’t get a word in.
“Listen…” and she went on to describe how Pug was holding up the departure of the warthog. “Don’t you see? He would have had the opportunity to send the signal and plant the communicator in Kiralenko’s room. He then secures himself a ticket off the ship back to his buddies on Alpha Phi.”
“He was in the planning for Josker, Tindel and this one” she continued. He knew we knew there was a traitor on board and that his days were numbered if he stayed here. Kiralenko couldn’t have known that we knew about the traitor on board and he had bugger all to do with Tindel or this op.”
Warner waited patiently. Her faced was flushed and it reminded him of their love making. He loved that fire in her belly, that passion. When she finally took a breath he said “I know Pug is the real Archangel”.
She had expected to be challenged and he had just taken the wind out of her sails. 
“We need to warn Chase” she said.
That refocused Warner’s thoughts. Yes Chase, who under his advice was looking to Pug for guidance, was now in real peril.
“Aubrey” he hailed the watch officer.
“Yes Sir”
“SITREP please.”
“Both teams are maintaining comms blackout. Last report was when Charlie hit the ground. Blue Tracker indicated they are on schedule with Bravo being one hour out from the forming up place. Charlie will be there in two. No enemy activity and no warps reported Sir.”
“Have Whiskey 1 RTB (return to base), active cloak and don’t spare the horses. I’m coming to the command centre have the Master at Arms there and have him bring Mr Kiralenko. And Aubrey, tell him to undo his restraints.”
“Do you mean he’s not a traitor Sir?”
“Yes, but there’s no time for that. Get onto it.”
Rihan could see that Warner already had a plan and when he reached for his backpack and kit she knew he would be leading the cavalry. “I’ll come too.”
“No, I need you here. I expect those corvettes to be taking off soon. You will have to deal with them.”
“What corvettes?”
“The ones sitting on the planet below, all nice and shielded, just waiting for our marines to be engaged.”
The penny was dropping for Rihan now. “But we won’t be able to warp away without abandoning our troops.”
“Exactly! Come on, there’s no time to lose.”
Rihan found it hard to keep up with him as he strode down the corridor. “But you’ll never be able to march that far before the start of the attack?”
“I know. That’s why we need to drop straight in.”
“You can’t do that. You won’t make it.”
“Yes we will.”
 



Chapter 25. Hermes 1830, 25 April.
Warner strode into the command centre like a man possessed. He had a pulse rifle in one hand, his backpack strung over his shoulder. His mind was processing at a million miles an hour. The expression on his face said ‘don’t fuck with me’. The Master at Arms was just arriving with Kiralenko, who now looked bewildered. He wasn’t sure that having his restraints removed was a good thing or a bad thing and when he saw the look on Warner’s face he bet on it being a bad thing.
All eyes were on Warner. “Mr Kiralenko I owe you an apology but there is no time for long winded speeches. Would you like to kick the butt of the real traitor?”
Kiralenko was trying to take it all in. His exhausted mind was playing catch-up. He’d been through hell these last few hours. As he realised that not only was he free but he was being given a chance to lash out at the injustice he had undergone, his blood soon rose. “Yes Sir I would.”
“Good, get your kit and meet me in the loading dock. Go now!”
Kiralenko didn’t even reply. He was gone.
 “Master at Arms”
“Yes Sir”
“How many marines do you have still left on board?”
“Six including myself”
“Keep one with you here and send the rest down to the dock immediately. Have them armed to the teeth. We’ll be shooting for bear! Go now.”
“Ms Bellard prepare for a space battle. I expect three enemy corvettes to be launched from the planet within the next 30 minutes. It will be up to you to defeat them. Until such time as those corvettes have been destroyed you will not support any ground action. Is that understood?”
“Yes Sir.”
“Everyone listen up. Our troops below are in peril. You up here will soon be in peril. If every person stays focused and does their duty we will prevail.” Turning to Rihan he said “XO the ship is yours.”
He could see the tears running down her cheek. He dropped his gear, walked straight to her, took her face between his hands and kissed her. He turned, picked up his gear and headed for the elevator.
Aubrey Bellard had thought she’d seen it all but this took the cake. She could see that her XO was in no state to marshal the troops, so she started barking orders. The last words Warner heard as he entered the elevator were “arm all missiles for ship to ship engagement”.
 



Chapter 26. Hermes 1840, 25 April.
As he entered the dock, he could see Kiralenko handling some heavy weapons through the shuttle hatch. Crew were refuelling the shuttle. Standing near the shuttle was Sgt Sue Chalker, all kitted out for battle. She had a power assisted brace on her left leg and was holding onto a sniper’s rifle.
As he got closer he was shaking his head at her. But she looked every bit as determined as he was. He spoke first. “Where do you think you’re going?”
“To kick some traitor’s butt Sir.”
“This is not about revenge Sargent”
“I know Sir, it’s about saving our friends.”
Warner could see in her expression that she meant it. The venom was gone replaced by a steely determination. He looked down at the brace. “You can’t run in that, can you?”
“No Sir, but it won’t prevent me from offering fire support and I’m a mean shot with this. Besides it doesn’t look like you can be all that choosy.” For the first time in their encounter, Sue Chalker smiled.
“OK you’re in” and then he hailed his watch officer “Aubrey, tell the Doc that Chalker’s with me.”
Aubrey stood there in the middle of the command centre shaking her head in disbelief. “Right Sir. You’re clear to go as soon as you’re ready. And Sir, good luck.”
He plonked his gear down on his seat behind the pilot. Parinya had her headset on. He tapped her shoulders and she turned around. Warner asked “How much longer with the fuel?”
“About another ten minutes, Sir”
“Do you have enough now to get us down and back?”
“Yes but we won’t be able to cloak on the return leg.”
Warner pondered that for a second. “Give them two minutes more while I brief you and then we go.”
Parinya now knew that things must be really critical. She barked out a few instructions then quickly turned back to Warner.
“I need you to get us on the deck as fast as you can.”
He had the portable console up. It was displaying the forming up place (FUP) and objective (OBJ). He pointed to a spot a hundred metres from the FUP and said “drop us there”. 
She looked up at him in horror. “We’ll be shot down before we reach it.” Pointing to a hill overlooking the radar station complex, she said “they have a battery there”. 
“I know. But they won’t be expecting this and we’ll go in cloaked”
“Yes but as soon as we open the hatch to unload they will target us. We’ll be sitting ducks.”
“Arm your missiles for ground attack. Fire them at the battery just prior to dismount. Rake their position with the 30mil and withdraw back to here” said Warner pointing a location three kilometres away.
Parinya looked at Warner intently. He was asking her, all of them to take a huge risk. 
Warner could see the fear on her face. He knew he was asking a lot but he also knew that there was no other way if he was to save the rest of the force. He was asking nine people to risk their lives to save twenty. But there was more at stake than just their lives. With the radar station intact the battery could effectively engage the Hermes. In conjunction with the corvettes they had a fair chance of destroying her. They had to take it out.
“If we don’t take out that battery no one goes home. There is no other way.”
Parinya knew he was right. But she felt the knot in her stomach tightening. He was staring into her eyes. They were resolved but they were also pleading with her. Finally she responded “Yes Sir, I see. Better strap in.”
Relief washed over Warner, then gratitude. He touched Parinya on the shoulder and whispered “thank you”. She gave a simple nod in response, turned and gave the order for the fuel line to be withdrawn. The ground crew scurried away behind the blast shelters. The outside door opened. Parinya fired up the engines and they blasted out into the night.



Chapter 27. Whiskey 1 1850, 25 April.
If the previous bullet run had been hairy, this was going to be the bullet run from hell. Parinya immediately engaged active cloak. They would need it engaged the whole way. There would not be enough fuel to engage it for the return flight, so they had better make sure the battery was down and those corvettes dealt with. 
Parinya then locked in the dismount location, vectored to the right angle and engaged full thrusters. The force of the blast and the Gs being sustained would have tested the strength of a gorilla. The primates in the back were really feeling it. Warner tried to look around to see how the others were doing, but it was useless. He could only assume they were suffering as much as he was. He prayed Sue’s leg was OK, but he heard no scream from her. 
The craft hurtled towards the planet at max speed. They would have to slow down before hitting the atmosphere, but Parinya’s instructions were ‘as soon as possible’ and so she was going to get the best bang for her fuel buck by going all out now where there was no air resistance.
Warner didn’t know how much longer he could take this. The pressure in his sinuses, around his skull, on his chest, gut and groin were crushing him. He felt like screaming but no one else was. They would be waiting for him. So he would wait for them.
At last Parinya started to ease out of the dive and decelerate in preparation for entering the atmosphere. It was coming up fast. Warner took a huge breath in, exhaled and then another trying to slow down his exhale. The pressure eased, the thumping in his head abated and finally he turned around. The others were heaving too.
But with the easing up of physical pressure came the psychological pressure of knowing that they were now only a few minutes from dismount. Warner opened the intercom channel.
“We are going in hot near the FUP. Our immediate objective is a battery on a hill overlooking the radar station. It will be about 1 click away. We have to cover that ground asap and take out the battery. If that battery is not destroyed we don’t go home, no one goes home.”
“We will form up in line and fire and move onto the objective. Sgt Chalker you will be on the right with Trooper Grimshaw. Once you get within range, deploy and let them have it. Mr Kiralenko you will be in charge of Group 1 on the left along with Cpl Chang and Trooper Phillips. I will be in charge of Group 2 in the centre. Trooper Weiss you’re with me.”
“Once we clear the battery we will support the main attack on the radar station and only then do we go after Archangel. Any questions?”
There were none. All thoughts were on the imminent danger. They had no delusions about their chances, and questions of glory didn’t come into the equation. Would they hold it together? Could they hold it together? Most were trying to summon up their courage from within, even those who had previously professed to be atheists. At that moment Warner recalled the words of a famous WW2 general that went along the lines of ‘there ain’t nothing like an airborne assault to give a man religion’. And while he was not a supporter of religious organisations he was a believer in the divine presence within.
He closed his eyes. Took a deep breath in and exhaled long. He said his mantra. He beseeched his Guru for protection and offered up his actions. He prayed for the courage to do his duty and then he thought of Rihan. He prayed she may be kept safe.
“One minute to objective” called out Parinya on the intercom. “Alain be ready to raise your turret but don’t do so until I say.”
“Roger that.”
They were slowing rapidly now. The air was tearing at the craft and it began to shudder. Warner unstrapped and turned to ensure the others were doing so. Yes they were. He looped his left arm through his backpack. He wouldn’t be able to swing it on fully till he exited. His right hand gripped his rifle.
So far there was no sound of firing, but it was unlikely that they could hear anything other than large calibre stuff. Then he heard something followed by Parinya’s statement “Missiles away. Turret up. Impact in 5, 4, 3, 2, Go!”



Chapter 28. Alpha Phi 1910, 25 April.
Kiralenko was first out hitting the ground ten paces out.  The rest of the payload piled out in quick succession. The warthog’s engines were blowing a fierce wind as the shuttle was doing a 180 degree turn. Alain’s cannon was deafening. There was no stop, just a constant railing sound. As the warthog rose it was raked by pulse cannon from their objective. Its armour could handle a pulse cannon. It was the missile launchers that Warner was worried about. 
Warner could hear the sounds of battle off to his half right. Mainly small arms stuff. He heard a long burst of pulse fire that told him their quantos were still operating. That was a good sound to hear.
He went thermal and started to stand but was then blown over by the force of the backblast from the warthog as Parinya hit the boosters, some 20 metres above them. It knocked the wind out of him. Sue who was a few metres next to him, thought he had been shot. She crawled and stumbled over to him in the dark, as she had yet to go thermal, but found him breathing hard and she helped him up as best she could.
Warner thanked his lucky stars that the warthog had survived. But now his focus was on the hill ahead. Kiralenko was up and had his two charges, one on either side. He was crouching and looking toward his right. 
Trooper Weiss found Warner and Warner pointed to his left. So that’s where he went. Through the green tinge of the thermal imaging he could still see that he was frightened. Fear was etched into his earnest face and he was gripping his rifle like his life depended on it and Dave knew that right now it did.
On his right were Chalker and Grimshaw. Grimshaw was carrying a quanto and he actually looked keen to get going. Warner thought that was encouraging. Grimshaw was a strong, solid young man with a good sense of humour that made him popular amongst his fellow marines. 
They were in dead ground to anyone on top of the hill. That was exceedingly beneficial and Warner said a thank you to his Guru. The dead ground had allowed them to deploy and probably saved the warthog.
“Parinya are you OK?” queried Warner.
“Affirmative. We are in dead ground 3 Ks SW of your position.”
“Patch me through to the Hermes.”
“You’re right to go.”
“Hermes this is Golf Delta we are down safe and commencing assault on the battery.”
A very much-relieved Rihan responded “Roger that”. She so dearly wanted to add ‘take care and I love you’ but she knew that would not do. 
At that moment a rolling barrage of sound erupted from the unseen hill above Warner. He knew what it would be – the rocket launchers were firing a salvo most probably at the Hermes.
“We have incoming, Out” said Rihan and the connection was terminated.
Up in the Hermes command centre, the big central display had three missile tracks running. Rihan had expected six, one each from the launchers of the battery. But she was grateful for small mercies.
Aubrey seeing that Rihan was still communicating stepped in and responded to Crystal’s detection call “Missiles Engage runners 1 to 3. Default 1 for 1 salvo.” 
“Missiles away” called out Crystal. She launched three missiles of their own, pairing them against the enemy missiles. Standard practice was to match 2 for 1 but Aubrey was well aware that they had a limited number of missiles and they were still to engage the enemy corvettes, if they were indeed on the deck.
But she didn’t have to wait long to find out. A new icon appeared on the display, that of an enemy light combat vessel. “Hostile corvette launching, bogey 1” called out Crystal. 
“Missiles Engage bogey 1. 2 for 1 salvo” called out Aubrey.
“Missiles away” came the response.
Rihan looked across at Aubrey. She could see that she had things in hand and so she let her continue calling the shots. She would only now intervene if, in her opinion, they needed to go to automatic override. At the moment the detection and assessment processes were fully automated, albeit with manual override. The ship’s sensors would detect entities and their activities, identify them, assess their status, current actions and intentions and declare them as friendly, hostile or other. This involved an enormous amount of processing and the ship’s AI did it in microseconds, far faster than a human brain could.
However being human meant wanting to be in control and so few crew would surrender the right to authorise engagements. It was well accepted that the AI’s engagement protocols were as good if not superior to the average human’s abilities in this area. But humans clung to their belief that their judgement should be paramount. They would only surrender control to the AI when it appeared they would be overwhelmed by numbers. With a honed crew such as on the Hermes they could reasonably expect to cope with an engagement where they were outnumbered in terms of launchers two or even three to one. So it was going to be touch and go as to whether they needed to invoke the automatic override.
Down below on the planet surface, Delta team was on the move over the open ground heading up the hill on which their objective was deployed. To their right somewhere in the dark distance beyond the effective range of Dave’s thermals was another lower hill on which a large building housed the radar station. The smell of earth and grass met his nostrils as Warner kept looking left and right down the line. It was important to make sure they kept in line and he was particularly concerned about Chalker. So far, so good.
They were still in dead ground but soon would be cresting the curve of the hill and then if the enemy had thermals they would most likely come under fire. From then on they would have to fire and move their way to the objective, with one group firing while another moved in a short rush. This was exhausting dangerous work and he wasn’t looking forward to it.
Normally an enemy Surface to Space Missile (SSM) battery would comprise six launchers and about 50 troops, half of which would be devoted to protecting the unit from ground attack while the other half operated the launchers. So that meant they could expect to meet 25 or so ground troops and here they were with just seven. But Warner was banking on them having sent some of these to reinforce the fight raging in the radar station below. That would hopefully even up the odds a bit. 
In any event he also expected that their ground defences would be facing towards the radar station now that the battle there was underway. If that were so then his team would be hitting them in their flank and they could roll them up and defeat them in detail. Well that was the plan anyway and Warner knew all too well that few plans survive contact with reality.
Just then he heard another salvo being unleashed from the battery overhead.
“Golf Delta we have more incoming from your objective. Please expedite” said Rihan.
“Roger that” puffed Warner as he pumped his legs up the slope. Rihan’s voice sounded more composed and that’s what he liked about his XO. She was cool and calm when it counted.
But things were heating up in the command centre.
“Missiles engage runners 4 to 6” called out Aubrey.
“Missiles away” from Crystal and then” hits on runners 1 and 2, 3’s a miss.”
“Missiles engage runner 3”
“Missile away” and then “Hostile corvette launching, bogey 2”.
“Missiles engage bogey 2, 2 for 1”
“Runners 7 and 8 from bogey 1”
“Missiles engage 7 and 8” called out Aubrey. She was starting to quicken the pace of her voice, a sure sign of stress.
“Runners 7 and 8 have hit missiles 5 and 6.”
“Shit” said Aubrey, albeit still in a fairly measured tone. She was annoyed because she had just wasted two missiles against them, thinking that they were targeting the Hermes, when in fact they were targeting their own missiles. They could not afford another mistake like that.
“Hostile corvette launching, bogey 3” quickly followed by “runners 9 and 10 from bogey 2.”
“Likely target on runners 9 and 10?” Aubrey queried.
“Runners 11 and 12 from bogey 3” called out Crystal.
In exasperation Aubrey raised her voice “Likely target on runners 9 and 10?”
“Hermes” cried out Crystal “and we still have runners 11 and 12” and that was quickly followed by “missile miss on runner 3, again” added Crystal for emphasis. And then “runner 3 impact in less than one”.
Rihan sensed the moment had come “Activating automated engagement protocols”. From then on their fate was in the hand of the AI. Rihan tried to keep up with the changes on the display but they were happening at such a rate. She did note the destruction of bogey 2 and then bogey 1. Everyone noted the firing of the two main 100mm cannon batteries one in the dorsal and another in the ventral turrets. These began thumping out round after round. Everyone knew then that they were danger close.
The cannon batteries had a theoretical maximum range of 200 clicks but against enemy corvettes with their armour protection were really only effective at 30km. Against missiles they could start engaging at 200 kms. But their missiles would be traveling at just on 15km per second (kps), which meant they had just under 13 seconds to destroy the incoming threat. The big 100mm cannon was hard pressed to fire more than 1 round every 5 seconds. As impressive as that might be it didn’t amount to a high hit probability. If they hit, it was curtains for the missile.
Rihan was holding her breath. Then the 30mm auto pulse guns opened up with a railing barrage. The noise was becoming deafening even inside the control tower. These had a relative short effective range against incoming missiles of just over 20kms. So when you heard these you knew you might only have a second left to live.
Rihan looked across at Aubrey but her eyes were glued on the display. She tried to breathe but she couldn’t. She gripped the edge of her terminal, preparing for the impact. ‘I don’t want to die’ she cried out inside ‘not now. I’ve only just started to live’.
But no impact was felt. The relief in the command centre was palpable. Rihan, everyone, was taking in their first breath for some time. Then Crystal cried out “scratch bogey 3” and a moment later “No runners”.
Joy followed relief. A few let out a “yeh” but most remained silent.
“New runners 1 to 3” called out Crystal. That cut the rug out from the few preemptory celebrations and Rihan called out “It’s not over yet.”
The AI had already launched a salvo of its own. Aubrey called out “They’re from the battery” and then to Crystal “Missiles available?”
“Seven” came back the reply.
“Shit” said Rihan. “Golf Delta we need those batteries neutralised now or get out of the way and let us strike. All bogeys down.”
Delta team had crested the hill and come under fire from an enemy pulse gun and what Warner estimated to be four rifles. He had immediately gone to ground and was firing his rifle when Rihan’s call came. He knew that his XO would not have said that unless they were critically short of missiles to counter those from the battery.
“Good work with the bogeys. Am engaged now. Can’t extricate. Will expedite assault.”
Rihan took a deep breath. She had hoped Warner’s team could extricate and then she could destroy the battery with a salvo of their own. ‘Damm’ she thought. “God speed” she said out loud, and then to herself ‘go safely my darling’.
Warner could see that Sue and Grimshaw were bringing the enemy pulse gun under fire. Its rate of fire was slackening. He knew they had to press on fast. “Chalker, pour it into them. Group 1 move.”
Ivan Kiralenko knew this was coming and was dreading it. Now he had to resist that instinct within him that was pleading to stay put. He knew that Chang and Phillips were looking at him. He had been called a traitor already today. He was not going to be called a coward. He jumped up with a surge of adrenalin yelling “Move!”
The enemy fire surged in response but it was too high. Kiralenko’s legs were pumping like they had never before. ‘One, two, three, four’ he counted to himself and then dived down. Oomph, as his arms took the impact. ‘Crawl’ he yelled at himself. He began internally barking out the same instructions he had received in training. ‘Away from the line of march…get into a position to fire…pick a target…aim…hold your breath...fire’. He glanced right and left. Phillips and Chang were also firing. ‘Thank God for that’ he thought. ‘Keep firing’ he reminded himself.
“Group 2 Move” barked Warner. It was his turn now and he charged forward and up the slope. A rifle barked ahead. He heard the sound of air parting on his right but knew they were off by a good two metres. They couldn’t be that well trained these guys thought Warner. ‘Their loss’ he said to himself. He hit the ground, took aim and fired a three round bust at the location from which the enemy had just fired. Missed. Damm. He shifted his aim slightly. Forced himself to maintain a steady breath while he squeezed off another burst. Paydirt. A thud was heard as the enemy was hit. No scream, no other indication that a life had been just taken. Just a cessation of activity.  ‘Geez I hope I get the opportunity to let out a scream and tell the world I’m going’…’be careful what you wish for Dave’…’come on’.
He glanced left. Weiss was not there. He looked back. The bugger had dived early and was now two metres behind him. Warner hailed him. “Weiss get your arse up here.” He knew he must be scared but this was no training drill. He couldn’t afford to let him hold back. Every man had to be counted tonight.
Once Weiss had crawled up into line and started firing, Warner ordered “Group 1 move!” Ten more rushes later and they were 50 metres from the enemy line. No casualties so far, which confirmed his view that these were not crack troops. Warner, however, was buggered. His group was down and firing. ‘I’m getting too old for this’ he thought. Chalker and Grimshaw were now some 100m behind. They were keeping up a steady fire against the enemy pulse gun and every now and then Grimshaw would spray across the enemy line as well. That helped keep their heads down. He hadn’t heard the enemy pulse gun for two rushes now. Maybe they had knocked it out or it was redeploying or had run away. 
Then he heard two quick explosions. Hand grenades. Phillips let out a yell of pain. The rest of his group went to ground. Warner let off another burst across the front of Kiralenko’s group hoping to prevent more grenades being thrown.
“Phillips is hit” said Kiralenko. “Shit…” Kiralenko had crawled over to where he saw Phillips go down. Phillips was writhing in agony holding his right thigh. Kiralenko couldn’t see anything with his thermals. He turned them off and while his eyes adjusted to the moonlight he felt down towards Phillips. He found his chest and moved down telling Phillips to keep still. He felt the wetness on his suit. He reached for his emergency dressing in his bumpack. Struggled for what seemed like eternity trying to unwrap it. Finally did so using his knife. As his sight improved he applied the dressing, wrapped the attached bandage around and under his leg coming back up and tying a pretty crude knot. He remembered that it had to be really tight. So he gave it a strong pull.
“What the fuck are you doing” cried out Phillips.
That was a good sign, thought Warner. Kiralenko told Phillips to stay put and reported “He’ll live”. He then raised his rifle and started firing.
“Group 2 move” yelled Warner. This time he was overtaken by Weiss on his left. Weiss’s blood was up as often occurs in the heat of battle when some bastard is trying to kill you. As soon as he hit the ground Warner yelled at him to not get ahead. 
The next rush by Kiralenko saw the enemy in front turn tail and run. Warner popped up onto his knee and started firing at the fleeing enemy. Weiss followed suit. Another two were hit as they tried to crest the hill. It felt good not having any return fire.
Warner knew the launchers would be just over the rise. Their operators would probably flee too as soon as they saw their defenders running back through them. Now was the time to pursue. “Groups 1 and 2 up. Form Line. Advance” barked Warner. This only amounted to four riflemen but Warner knew that anyone on the other side listening to this wouldn’t know that.
He crested the rise and there before him was carnage. Three of the launchers had been destroyed by the warthog’s initial strike. Bodies were everywhere. There was no one left that could move. They had obviously fled a few minutes earlier. Warner pulled up, but Weiss kept moving, with his rifle at the port and taking shots every few paces. Warner realised he hadn’t given the command to halt. “Halt. Cease fire” he ordered. Grimshaw let off one last burst of the quanto and there were a few desultory shots taken down the line.
They had done it. Part of Warner wanted to weep. But he knew that right now on the objective was his most vulnerable time, being exposed to immediate counter-attack. “Kiralenko deploy your troops on the left. Weiss on the right. Chalker to me.” If there were any enemy nearby they still wouldn’t know how many troopers they had and he wanted to keep it that way.
All in all the assault had taken just over fifteen minutes. They had routed the enemy battery and were in possession of the high ground dominating the radar station now just 400m away. There was still firing coming from within the station building. Warner used his rifle sights to scan the battlefield below. He could just make out flashes from the hill on the far side. It was about 800m from his current position. All open ground with not a tree in sight. It looked like steady large calibre fire was being directed from there onto the south eastern corner of the station. They must have brought up some battlewagons. He needed time to think before he plunged into their second objective. He decided to report in.
“Hermes this is Golf Delta. Objective Secured.”
On board the Hermes in the command centre Rihan was overjoyed to hear his voice. “Roger that…any casualties?”
“One wounded”
Rihan couldn’t believe it. She had seriously thought that she would not be seeing any of them again. Somehow he, they, had pulled it off. The relief washed over her, drowned her. She was lost in her inner gratitude.
“Rihan just the one” prompted Warner.
“Yes, confirmed just one casualty. Well done. All’s well here. Any news on Golf Bravo and Golf Charlie?”
“It looks like they are still engaged inside the station and they are under fire from enemy vehicles. Possibly battlewagons firing from the north east. I have not made contact yet. Will endeavour to do so directly. Can you provide strike in support?”
“Wait one” said Rihan and then to Crystal “missiles available?”
“Two” came back the response. Rihan knew that they should really keep these for the return leg in case of any nasty surprise at Klaster. Not likely but it could happen. But then she noted that Warner had not held back anything so far and so she resolved not to hold back either.
“We have capacity for two strikes only”. Aubrey looked across at her XO and was shaking her head and mouthing ‘No, one only’ with one finger raised.
“I repeat we have two strikes available” reaffirmed Rihan and she stared down Aubrey.
“Roger that. Two Strikes. Will advise targeting data soon.”
“We’re waiting to support” said Rihan.
 



Chapter 29. Alpha Phi 1930, 25 April.
“Parinya, patch me through to Golf Bravo” asked Warner. So far he had no direct contact with them. He needed to find out what their situation was.  He should have contacted Chase on landing but he completely forgot about it. He wasn’t going to give himself a hard time over that as he was otherwise preoccupied at the time.
“You’re through” advised Parinya.
“Golf Bravo this is Golf Delta.”
“This is Golf Bravo. Is that you Sir?”
“Yes it is Chase. We have just taken out the battery to your south west. I can see what looks like battlewagons firing from the ridge to your north east. How can we help? What’s your situation?”
“Boy, am I glad to hear that. We’re pinned down at the south east corner of the station. Golf Charlie tried to outflank and was cut down by those battlewagons. I think there is still one trooper out there but he’s not moving. We have another five maybe six enemy in front. We can deal with them if you can stop those battlewagons firing at us.”
“Switch to Sunray channel now. Do you understand?”
“Yes Sir, switching to sunray channel.” Sunray channel gave access only to the commanders of each call sign.
“Is Chief Sterkze with you?”
“Yes he is. Do you want to speak with him?”
“No. He is Archangel. I confirm he is Archangel.”
The words hit Chase like a sledgehammer. At that moment Pug was about two metres behind him craning to hear every word of the discussion. Chase was in shock staring at him. While Pug could not hear what Warner was saying he could tell by Chase’s expression and the fact that he was now staring at him that the gig was up.
Pug had to turn to bring his rifle to bear and Chase saw him doing so in slow motion. Chase brought his rifle up one handed also in slow motion. It appeared to Chase as though they were firing at the same time. He saw his shots tear the weapon out of Pug’s hand, blood shot out in a stream. But then there was another splash of blood and Chase knew it was his own but he didn’t feel anything yet. Then everything quickened and his chest heaved and shuddered as his suit’s shields were first engaged and then penetrated. The blast threw his head backwards. He was falling now. The roof above was moving away. Thump. Nothing.
Warner could hear the shots. That meant they must have come from somewhere very close to Chase. “Damm” he said out loud. “Chase, Chase…” but there was no answer.
Warner switched back channels to the group and hailed Emilio, but Emilio wasn’t answering because Emilio was too focussed. He had heard the shots from behind. As he turned he saw Chase falling backwards and Pug clutching his hand running out through the breach in the back wall, while the battlewagon barrage was going all around him. Emilio couldn’t believe he survived through that barrage.
But Pug did. He was losing blood fast. He managed to move 30m clear of the barrage, hit the ground and grabbed a dressing from his pouch. He ripped the bandage section away from the pad and gripping one end with his teeth tied a tourniquet around his lower hand just above the wrist. He knew the shock would hit him in a minute but he had to get as far away as possible. 
Emilio called for covering fire from the rest of the squad and clambered towards Chase. He thought about going after Pug but decided against it. He didn’t fancy his chances of getting through the barrage and Chase moved enough to indicate he was still alive. Emilio called for Dai Shu to get over here.  
He was applying pressure to the front of Chase’s chest. It seemed to be slowing the flow of blood. He had tried to rip open his suit but couldn’t do it one handed and he daren’t release the pressure. Dai finally arrived. She had probably sprinted if the truth be known but Emilio was counting time in milliseconds. While Emilio was still applying pressure she pulled out a pair of scissors that cut through the suit like it was nothing. It was not a pretty sight but on closer inspection Dai diagnosed that all was not lost. She shot something from a syringe into Chase’s thigh, then she prepared a dressing and in one seamless motion got Emilio to release his pressure and she applied the dressing with all the assuredness of a professional. 
It was only then that Emilio bothered to respond to Warner. “Golf Delta this is Golf Charlie.”
“Emilio?”
“Yes Sir. Hanlon’s down. It looks like Sterkze shot him and done a runner. What the fuck is going on?”
“How is Chase?”
“Chest wound but Dai’s patching him up now.”
“And Sterkze?”
“He was holding his arm but I can’t be sure. Sir what’s going on?”
“Sterkze is a traitor.”
“Do we go after him?”
“Not now. We need to clear the station. Stay put. I’m calling in two strikes on the enemy battlewagons. Better keep your heads down. It’s going to be close.”
“Roger that.”
 



Chapter 30. Alpha Phi 2010, 25 April.
Warner had turned right at the top of the hill and made his way to the north east face. He was a little down the convex slope. He had Chalker and Kiralenko with him. Cpl Chang was holding the fort back on top of the hill. From this vantage point he could see the flashes of the battlewagons. They were quite spaced out. Dispersal makes them a more difficult, and less tempting, target. There was no way that they could get all three with two missiles.
Warner turned back to them “We can’t take them all out with just the two strikes. I’m going to hit the two furthest ones with the strikes. Ivan, you and Chang deal with the closest one.” 
Ivan nodded his head. He wasn’t looking forward to the challenge but he knew that someone had to do it and he was Johnny on the spot. “Sir, we’ve only the one rocket.”
“Better make it count” said Warner giving him a slap on the shoulder. “I’ll take Grimshaw and Weiss into the station. That should turn the flank of the enemy there. With a bit of luck they will run out the back like their mates up here. Sue I want you to stay right here and cover us during the assault.”
“Sure.”
“Ivan, go get the others and line them up over there. We’ll all go when the strikes hit. Understood?”
They both acknowledged and Ivan charged back. Warner called in the strike details and asked for two minutes before launch. He then advised Emilio what was happening. He had hardly finished when the first missile lit up the entire area. Warner wouldn’t have wanted to be any closer and he was over a click away. The second one impacted almost straight after. 
There was no time to inspect the damage. Ivan was running at a crouch. Chang was behind him with the man portable launcher. She was a strong tall athletic woman. Her long dark hair was pinned up. She had high cheek bones and a broad round face. She used to smile a lot but years of fighting in a male dominated service had hardened her somewhat. Her strong legs were pumping now as they hugged the contour around to the north and east. They needed to get within 300m to be effective against the battlewagon’s armour.
Warner had Grimshaw on his right and Weiss on his left again. They moved at steady pace. They got about 200m before a shot rang out from a rifle. Again it was way too high. Sue opened up on the firer from their left. Warner kept moving but he knew that they would cross Sue’s line of fire soon and then they would be on their own.
Another shot rang out. This time it was much closer. For the first time since the other assault Warner felt fear again. He went to ground, crawled and fired a burst. Weiss was beside him also firing. He was certainly getting the hang of it now thought Warner. Warner directed Grimshaw to provide covering fire, which he did. He and Weiss leap-frogged each other in their own little fire and move dance. They were only 20m away now. 
Warner hadn’t heard a shot in reply for some time now. So he got to his feet and started to move forward at the crouch. Weiss copied his commander. A shot rang out from behind and to the left. Warner heard the air part near him and then heard the impact and the scream that ensued. Sue had just taken out an enemy not more than five metres away. ‘Shit’ that was close thought Warner. He knew he had not seen him. He would have been dead in the next step. He could feel that pattern of analysis borne of fear starting to take over. The task wasn’t finished. There was no time for this. He was now repeating the mantra subconsciously over and over again. He started to calm down. His eyes were searching ahead looking and dreading. He turned to Weiss and he too was deep breathing, frozen in place.
“Come on” said Warner. He and Weiss covered the distance to the station wall. They moved along to the entrance and called Grimshaw forward.
“Golf Bravo we’re coming in the west wall. There will be grenades.”
“Roger that. Welcome to the party” said Emilio.
Warner lobbed in a grenade. Womp. He and Weiss went in after it, Weiss left and Warner right. No response. There was a lot of dust from the bombardment and it got up Dave’s nose as he was breathing. He wiped his nose with the sleeve of his left arm. 
“Grimshaw” called out Warner and in he went. Warner pointed to the next door down a corridor. “Weiss, grenade”. Weiss moved up to the door and lobbed in another grenade. This time he was lucky not to lose his arm as the wall on this side of the door was impacted with a burst of fire. The grenade went off and the room was filled with dust and debris that played havoc with their thermals. But Weiss was round and into the next room like a flash. Grimshaw broke to the other side and gave a burst down the corridor ahead. 
Someone poked their rifle around the wall and let off a wild burst. It was not aimed but it doesn’t matter whether you get killed with an aimed shot or not. Weiss and Grimshaw both hit the deck. Then a grenade was thrown towards them. Weiss dived back through the door but Grimshaw with the heavier quanto wasn’t fast enough. He was hit in his back and legs as he tried to reach the door. He let out a loud yell. 
Warner charged back into the corridor firing along the length of wall towards the door. “Weiss get back in here” he yelled. Weiss who was just picking himself off the floor in the other room scurried back in, half tripping over Grimshaw who was obviously in a lot of pain from all the shrapnel. He managed to get past him and hit the floor close to the right hand wall. Warner pulled out another grenade. He only had one more after this. He fired a burst at the door where the enemy had been, lobbed the grenade in and dived for the floor. The sound was deafening. Weiss had leapt to his feet, well before Warner. He charged into the room firing. But then he stopped when he saw the face staring back at him, dead.
A series of grenades went off nearby. Warner guessed that the corridor must lead to the large area where Bravo team was holed up.  He had to be careful now lest they get hit with friendly fire.
“Emilio, I think we’re next door.”
“Yeh we hear you. The last guy here just bolted out the back. Are you coming through?”
“Yes we’ll come through. Hold your fire.”
“Roger that, Hold fire.”
Ivan and Sherri Chang were very close now. Well close enough. He had heard the fire fight going on in the station. The enemy battlewagon that was his target went quiet after the first two strikes, obviously trying to avoid the same fate. Through his thermals he could make out the commander of the vehicle peering through his own sights towards the radar station. The commander was probably getting very nervous now. What would have seemed a strong position had just become weak.  
All of a sudden the vehicle revved up and started to reverse back out over the hill. Ivan knew that they probably would not get a better chance to take him out. They couldn’t afford to let him go. Chang already had the launcher at her shoulder. She was just waiting for the go ahead. Ivan calmly tapped her shoulder. She jumped up, and got her bearing on the vehicle as it was moving. Its commander spotted her but he had no chance. The rocket roared and covered the 200m in a second. At this range even against the frontal armour it was good night battlewagon.
Ivan popped up to have a look. Thick grey and black smoke was pouring out. It felt good. He whacked Chang on the back, quite hard. She nearly fell over and they both laughed. “Come on” he said and they started back towards where Sue Chalker was. On the way he hailed his boss. “Sir, scratch one battlewagon courtesy of Chang”. Sherri Chang looked across at Ivan and felt really proud of herself. She also thought that this Kiralenko was a very nice gentleman. He could have so easily claimed the credit himself. She felt so good about it that she gave him a great whack across his big tall frame. He nearly fell over. They both laughed again. When Ivan reached Chalker, she commented “Nice shooting you guys.” Ivan and Sherri smiled, then laughed again. It was good to laugh the victors’ laugh.
Bringing them back to earth Chalker asked “What are we going to do about Phillips?”
“Oh shit” said Ivan. He knew that he couldn’t walk. “Sir we’re going to need a lift for Phillips.”
“Roger that I’ll be there in five.”
Warner turned to Emilio. The others were coming over. The area was clear. Warner saw the familiar faces of the Bravo team but Brian Riley was not there. “Where’s Riley?”
Emilio’s smiling demeanour changed. He looked at Warner and shook his head “didn’t make it”.
Warner looked to Dakota Bridgewater. She was still carrying her quanto. The adrenalin was draining fast and as her eyes met Warner’s she started shaking her head and biting her lip. Warner moved to her and embraced her and then the tears flowed. 
This was what Warner hated the most. He could deal with his own loss of a soldier, a buddy, even a loved one but how do you comfort someone else who has lost a loved one? He eventually prized her away into Emilio’s arms. 
Weiss was carrying out Grimshaw. Grimshaw was in pain but he was smiling nonetheless. “We got the bastards, Sir.” 
Warner nodded, “Yeh, we got ‘em all right.”
He was about to turn and head back up the hill when Trooper Sonia Sulley came in through the breached wall. She was in a state of shock, dragging her rifle, no pack. There was blood all over her suit. It wasn’t hers. Buster Williams came over and put his arm around her. He took her rifle and sat her down on a fallen over cabinet. She looked up at Buster in a dazed state “Golf Charlie reporting”.
Warner took off up the hill. On the way he called Parinya and told her to get here asap. Soon the sound of the approaching warthog could be heard. 
“Sir we have incoming enemy column from the north. ETA fifteen minutes” Parinya reported.
“OK hurry up” directed Warner. He did so himself, driving his tired legs to move faster. He got to Chalker’s position as the warthog was overhead. Alain’s cannon blared out onto the ground on the far hill, where the battlewagons had been.
“What is it?” demanded Warner.
“Alain reckons he saw movement on the hill.”
As Warner turned to face the hill he could see a man on top of the hill running for the far side. 
“It’s Sterkze” cried Sue. She was looking through her sniper sites. She fired but missed. It was a long way across to the other hill. She lurched up into a standing position and lifting her rifle into the port position across her chest she started to jog as best she could. She was never going to catch him before he disappeared down the other side and with an enemy column headed their way Warner grabbed her. “I’ve seen enough killing today. Haven’t you?”
She stopped. She controlled herself, supressing the rising anger, and looked into Warner’s eyes. “Yeh, I’ve seen enough killing.” 
 



Chapter 31. Hermes 2330, 25 April.
They loaded up the warthog with Brian Riley’s body and those of the fallen Charlie team and shifted them back 10 clicks to the RV. The walking wounded went next while the able bodied headed south west to the RV. Parinya picked them up too, twenty minutes later. The enemy column was detected deploying around the burning shell of the destroyed launchers and radar station. Warner left nothing of use behind.
The warthog then went about the process of ferrying the force back to the Hermes. The first lift with the bodies made a sombre arrival back on board. Rihan was there and she found it hard to hold it together. Dakota couldn’t be separated from Brian’s body. So Emilio went with her on that first lift.
Warner was the last to climb aboard for the return flight of the third lift. When he climbed through the hatch into the Hermes loading dock Rihan was waiting for him along with a goodly portion of the ship’s crew. It was very late and everyone was dog tired but they all felt they had achieved something this day and they wanted to acknowledge the man who had made it possible.
As he walked out, those around him started clapping. Then everyone joined in. A few started to cheer but Warner held up his hand to quieten them. When the noise abated he lowered down his pack and rifle onto the platform next to the shuttle and addressed them.
“Thank you. Each of you has contributed to what we did today. I think we did something special but it has not come without a price.” He pointed to the body bags. “These are the bitter pill we must swallow each and every time we recall this operation. They have paid the ultimate sacrifice and I am proud to call them my colleagues.” 
“All of you should be proud. Not for the daring-do, nor for the glory, though there has been no shortage of that today. Neither for the skill at arms you displayed because that’s your duty. What you can all be proud of is the courage you have displayed. Always remember that courage is the greatest of virtues. Without it we are nothing and with it we are everything.”
He paused for a moment and then added “Now if you don’t mind I think I might take a shower.”
Some in the dock started to clap and someone cheered but Dave put a stop to it with a wave of his hand. He grabbed his kit and made his way out. He entered his cabin, dumped his gear and took a shower. 
Rihan too headed back to her cabin and took a shower. With her hair still wet she donned her robe, grabbed the pass key to Warner’s cabin that he had given her and entered his room.
He was sitting up in bed with the lights out. He saw the frame of her body as the door opened and the light from the corridor penetrated the darkness in the room. He moved closer to the side and patted the bed beside him. She closed the door and sat down alongside him and he put his arm around her. She leaned her head onto his shoulder. He didn’t mind the wet hair. That was the least of his concerns.
They sat there in the dark for a while.
“You were magnificent” said Rihan softly.
Dave took a moment before he replied. He turned to face the dark shape that he knew was her face and he brushed back the now almost dry strands of her hair. He took her face in his hands and kissed her lightly on the forehead. “No I did my duty. I am no more magnificent than those we brought back in the bags.”
Rihan started sobbing and he pulled her head into his shoulder and patted her back softly.



Part 3 

Union
 
 
In common pursuit and purpose
We walk this path as one
Our lives no longer separate 
Like the energy and the sun.
We no longer see the difference
Nor care to explore
Our beings are united
And love does soar.



Chapter 1. Shangri La 0900, 9 May.
“You know you two should make it legit” joshed Art. He was sitting in one of the big leather lounges in the living space downstairs. Opposite in another lounge were Dave and Rihan, decked out in their Fleet whites, sitting close, side by side and arm in arm. She was actually playing her finger over the top of his hand. Art thought they looked so at ease with each other. He envied them but wished them the best.
Neither Dave nor Rihan looked at the other, both waiting for the other to respond. Art remained silent. He was playing with them and enjoying the moment. Finally, he couldn’t wait any longer. “You gotta admit you’d make a handsome couple. This place could do with a big service wedding.” He had a big grin on his face like a Cheshire cat.
Dave had had enough. He untwined his arm from Rihan’s and said “If I recall correctly we’re supposed to be here to receive Commodore Pious.”
“Ah there is that” confessed Art “Bet you it’s not as interesting”.
“That might be” said Dave “but I still think we’re on the Government’s payroll.”
“And a paltry one it is too. I say bring back the practices of prizing and privateering.”
“Enough. Here he comes.”
Chase Hanlon, largely recovered from his wounds, was escorting a tall fleet officer, the Commodore, who carried himself upright almost to the point of being rigid. He was a trim figure with the look of an educated man. His hazel eyes, quick wit and biting tongue were his weapons of choice.
Warner and Rihan stood and walked forward to the entrance. They stood to attention and saluted as Commodore Pious entered. The Commodore couldn’t believe his eyes and he left the pair of them in their salute while he gawked at the establishment. He was still transfixed a minute later. Rihan was trying to observe Warner out of the corner of her eye to see if he had lowered his arm. He hadn’t. Pious was scanning from left to right. When he came to Warner he noted their salute and returned it in a fairly casual manner and continued to scan the room. “Amazing” is all he said.
“Yes Sir it is” said Warner. 
Pious finally brought his attention to Warner and extended his hand. “Commander Warner I presume.”
“Yes Sir” and they shook hands. “Welcome to Klaster. May I introduce my XO, Lt Rihan Kabel.”
Pious tilted his head slightly and extended his hand toward Rihan. “Pleased to meet you.”
Rihan didn’t like the way he was staring at her. She felt as though he was boring into her, scrutinising her very being. But she knew the formalities required and replied “Thank you Sir.”
Art Simons had moved alongside Rihan and Warner introduced him as well.
 “Would you like to freshen up first, Sir” asked Warner.
“I think not. If you can bear it I think we shall get right down to business.”
“Of course Sir. Follow me.”
Warner led the way to the conference room. When they were seated the Commodore took charge like a man accustomed to doing so. “First off, I want to convey the Fleet Board’s congratulations for securing this intel, Mr Simons. They appreciate the risks you undertook and commend you for your judgement.”
“Thank you Commodore.”
Looking at Warner, Pious continued “and you and your crew have not gone unnoticed Commander but we’ll talk of that later. For now I want to focus on the -intel.”
“Certainly Sir” replied Warner.
“I take it that everyone here has been briefed about this intel?”
“Yes Sir” replied Warner.
“Right. Then you should all appreciate its significance.” Warner, Rihan, Chase and Art all nodded. They each sensed that here was a man who had prepared a speech for the occasion and it was best to let him run with it. And so he did. 
“We have scrutinised the intel. We think it genuine. It raises the alarming prospect that the human systems are being readied for the slaughter by some as yet to be determined foe. It is the Federated Council’s view that it would be best for all humans to face this threat united.”
There were nods allround the table.
Looking satisfied Pious continued. “So we must secure a rapprochement with the Alliance and then find and defeat this common threat.” Again there was no dissent. Pious looked around the table. Warner thought that perhaps Pious had expected some.
“Excellent.” Pious added. “I have been tasked to effect the rapprochement with the Alliance government. For that I need you Mr Simons to make contact with the Alliance and set up a meeting with their representatives.” Pious was looking intently at Art. It was his turn to be scrutinised by those piercing eyes.
Art was not looking forward to having to go back. But he was expecting this. And he wasn’t yet prepared to resign from the spy game. So he thought he might as well make the best of it. “Of course, Commodore. I presume time is of the essence?”
“Yes it most certainly is.”
“Then I recommend I make contact with my source in Niku. He has connections to the Alliance leadership there. From there we should be able to arrange a meeting with the Alliance central government.”
“Excellent” and turning to Warner “Commander I will need you to convey Mr Simons and myself to Beta Phi.”
“Yes Sir. But surely you are not considering going with Mr Simons on the initial insertion?”
“No. But I want to be at hand so that the earliest possible meeting can be setup. I appreciate that until a rapprochement is affected your ship will be at risk but I assess that as modest, given your recent victory.”
“Yes Sir.” That made sense, thought Warner and it was good that Pious viewed their recent battle as a victory. His mind was already going through the appreciation process and a basic plan had already crystallised. When Warner finally brought his attention back to the room Pious was staring at him with those penetrating eyes of his. 
Pious could see the wheels turning inside Warner’s brain. He recalled the note in Warners’ personnel file about his quick mind. He would soon be placing his own personal safety in the charge of that mind. He hoped it would be up to the challenge.
“I will leave the detailed planning to you Warner but I want to review it. How long will you need for that and what is the earliest time we could depart?”
Warner knew this question would be coming. He had some of his own but thought it best to proffer a response and then qualify it later. “We can have a draft plan ready for review by this time tomorrow morning and be ready to depart tomorrow evening but I have some issues.”
“What issues?”
“My marine detachment is woefully undermanned, given our recent losses. And…”
Pious cut in quickly. “We have anticipated that and ten replacements accompanied me on the shuttle, along with a stock of missiles and other stores that should meet all your logistic requirements.” 
Warner was taken aback, pleasantly. He had not expected this. The Base Commander had advised him that it would be weeks before he could meet all his requirements. “Why thank you Sir.”
Pious delighted in delivering this news. He loved the way it took the wind out of his subordinate’s sails. But he had one more item to deliver that he hoped, would confirm in Warner eyes that he was not only competent but had enough pull to shift resourcing priorities. “And I also have another warthog and crew to bring your ship up to its full establishment”. Pious said that with a little flourish at the end.
Rihan looked delighted and turned to see Warner’s reaction. He was pleased too but she noted that his eyes were now boring into Pious, trying to figure him out no doubt. So she responded on his behalf “That’s welcome news, Sir. Thank you.”
“Yes thank you Sir. A second warthog will enhance our capabilities, especially for this type of op.”
“I’m glad you appreciate it” said Pious “I’m not exactly Mr Popular in the Enterprise Group at the moment.”
His subordinates smiled politely but they saw this statement for what it was worth, an attempt to impress. But what the heck thought Warner, an extra warthog would give them a lot more options and for that he was thankful.
“If that is all Sir” started Warner “we need to get cracking on the planning.”
“I do want to speak with you privately Commander but that can wait till this afternoon if you like, say 1400?”
“1400 would be fine sir. Chase, can you please show the Commodore to his accommodation upstairs?” 
Chase rose and escorted the Commodore back out. Warner watched them leave the room. When he turned back to the table Art chimed in “There is no greater sacrifice than that a man” and turning to Rihan “and a woman should give up their boudoir for the Commodore”. 
Rihan smiled shaking her head and then with a shrug of her shoulders said “at least it won’t be for a long time”.
Warner was all serious. “Enough of that banter we’ve an operation to plan.”
 



Chapter 2. Shangri La 1330, 9 May.
After a three-hour planning session Warner was mentally fatigued. He grabbed a bite to eat with Rihan. The Commodore had gone back over to the main facility to see the Base Commander for lunch.
Rihan asked “What do you think he wants to speak to you about ‘privately’?” with added emphasis on the last word.
“Not sure, but probably about the battle on Alpha Phi and Archangel. He might want to ask my opinion on some promotions he wants to award. That’s not uncommon after a ‘victory,’” he replied, again with added emphasis on the last word.
“Yes well at least it’s nice to know that Fleet views it that way” said Rihan.
“Yeh it is. Now that I think about it he may want to speak to me about who should be the new Marine Detachment Commander. He didn’t mention anything this morning about the ranks of the replacements.”
Rihan thought about this for a moment. “I think if he does you should advocate for Shavez. Emilio did an outstanding job and he’s well-liked by the marines.”
“Yeh but being well liked is one thing. He has to command respect as well. Don’t get me wrong I think Emilio is a good choice but we’ll have to see what the Commodore has in mind.”
Rihan nodded. “Anything else you can think of?”
“Not off the top of my head.” And then teasingly Warner added “Maybe he wants me to line him up with a good looking sort like you.”
Rihan looked across disapprovingly “Well you can tell him that this gal’s already spoken for. Right?”
“I’m not sure I have that information on file” he teased further.
“You’re a rogue Dave Warner” and she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek just as the Commodore came striding through.
“Commander we might have that chat now, if you please” demanded Pious.
“Certainly Sir” said Warmer, cursing to himself the timing of the Commodore’s early return. He stood and followed the Commodore down to the conference room.
“Can you please shut the door behind you Commander”.
Warner did so and all of a sudden he was dreading the moment.
“Please take a seat” and Warner sat down facing Pious across the rounded corner of the table.
“I think what I have just witnessed out there confirms the reports that I have received about inappropriate behaviour between yourself and your XO.”
Warner said and did nothing, so Pious continued. “What you do in private is you own affair but what you do on the Hermes and while in uniform is very much the Fleet’s concern.” Again he looked for a response, an acknowledgement, from Warner but got none.
“Do you agree Commander?”
“Yes Sir.” There was a measure of reluctance in Warner’s voice and it was noted by Pious.
“We cannot tolerate the Fleet being brought into disrepute. It won’t do to have the Fleet’s senior officer in this sector shacking up with his deputy on board a warship or on this base for that matter. These shenanigans will stop immediately. Is that understood?”
“Understood Sir.” Warner knew his position was indefensible in the eyes of the Fleet. Case proved, awaiting sentence. And Pious was just the man to deliver it.
“If you want to, marry the girl, make an honest woman out of her. Otherwise break off this affair. If you choose to marry her you will be aware of Fleet policy that prevents married couples from serving together in the same command.”
A defeated Warner nodded.
“So what’s it to be Commander?”
Warner was not expecting to have to decide right there and then. He had to discuss this with Rihan first. “I need some time to consider that Sir.”
“You have 24 hours to make up your mind. That should be more than enough for a man of decision like you.”
Warner was lost for words. This Commodore had just walked up to him and hit him with a sledgehammer. He was all but out for the count.
Sensing this Pious decided to leave him to his thoughts. “I’ll await your decision at 1400 tomorrow.” And Pious walked out leaving Warner to slump back in his chair.
A few minutes later Rihan came in. She couldn’t wait any longer to find out what happened. She saw Warner slumped in his chair and knew something was wrong.
“What happened? Have you been relieved?”
Warner was deep in thought. Finally he acknowledged her and said “No something worse”.
“Well what?”
“It looks like our little antics on board and here have been drawn to the attention of Fleet HQ.”
Rihan knew this to be bad. She went and sat in the same chair Pious had been in opposite Warner. But unlike Pious she moved the chair closer so she could place her hand on his knee. With her upturned hand she lifted his jaw up so she could see his eyes. He had a troubled brow. In fact he looked like a condemned man. What could have the Commodore said that reduced her hero to this pathetic state and in such a short time?
“So what?” she demanded.
“So he’s given me till 1400 tomorrow to decide whether to make an honest woman out of you or to ditch you.”
This was like a red rag to the bull. “Who does he think he is?”
“I think he thinks he’s our superior and carries the full authority of the Fleet Board.”
“And why is this just your decision? Don’t I have a say in this?”
“Of course you do.” Warner was trying to summon up the energy but it sounded more like pleading than an affirmation.
“Where is he? I’m going to give him a piece of my mind.” Her face was flushed. She moved her chair back to stand but Warner grabbed her with both hands.
“Don’t. You can’t do that.” His energy had returned and he was deadly earnest. Rihan was staring at him fuming. She tried to struggle but he tightened her grip, came to his feet and then wrapped his arms around her. She couldn’t escape his grip and eventually the heaving in her chest subsided. Warner sensed it and slackened his hold. He leaned his head back so he could see hers. Her eyes were already red and a tear was on its way downwards.
“This is so unfair” she said. He nodded. “If we marry…would you marry me?” she looked up into Warners’ eyes. He nodded. “If we do then we’ll have to be separated or one of us leave the Service.” Warner nodded again. “And even if you did leave the Service, where would you get employment out here?”
“Hold on a minute” said a shocked Warner “what do you mean I would have to leave the Service? What about you?”
She reclaimed more space between them and responded “I’ve a very good career here. I’m a Service gal remember?”
“What and I’m just a washed up, what was it you said, ‘hero that needs to take early retirement? Hey, I’m already a Commander…”
“What and I’m only a 1st Lt.”
“Well… yes.”
“God you think you’re so superior, don’t you?”
“No I didn’t mean it like that.”
“Oh yes you did. You men are all alike. You want it all your way or no way. Isn’t that right?”
“Hold on Rihan.”
“No you hold on. Hold on to your bloody Commander’s position, your career, your future but it will be a future without me.” She turned and started running out the room.
“Rihan” cried out Warner as he lunged to restrain her. But he wasn’t quick enough. By the time he got to the door, he could hear her crying but not see her form as she had already turned out of the wing. Standing at the end was Commodore Pious unmoved.
Warner resolved to pursue her. He marched down the corridor. As he passed the Commodore he gave him a foul look and mumbled to himself ‘smug bastard’. 
Pious had seen this before and expected to see it again. He remained unmoved.
By the time Warner got to the downstairs bedroom where they had deposited their gear, Rihan was grabbing her bags. 
“What do you think you are doing?” he called out alarmed.
“I’m going back to the Hermes.”
Warner pleaded with her “please Rihan, don’t do this. We can work it out.”
“It looks like you already have. You and the Commodore.”
“Be reasonable!”
“I thought you were better than this. But you’re just like all the rest.” She swung the bag on her shoulder clearing a path to the door and charged out, crying all the way.
Warner sank onto the bed, shattered.
 



Chapter 3. Shangri La 0905, 10 May.
Warner was waiting with the Commodore in the conference room. Chase was late for the briefing. He hailed him “Hanlon where are you?”
“I’m still wrapping things up here Sir. I won’t be long.”
It was another fifteen minutes before Chase came through the door looking like he’d run all the way. “The XO sends her apologies Sir but she has pressing business on board that must be done if we are to be ready to launch this evening.”
‘Blast’ thought Warner. He let Chase get on with setting up the connection between his portable console and the display server in the conference room. He sat there strumming his fingers on the table. That didn’t help Chase concentrate and it hadn’t gone unnoticed by Pious either. He leaned over and placed his open hand above Warners.
Warner stopped strumming and instead gave Chase a foul look. Chase was getting flustered and made a mistake with his settings. Instead of bringing up the operational battle map he instead opened a file that would under different circumstances have made the men in the room smile. But Warner was definitely not smiling.
Chase didn’t even bother with an explanation. Instead he buried his head and finally got it right. He sat back into his chair, casting a sheepish if not terrified look towards Warner. Warner’s look was withering.
Warner then turned to Pious, whose expression left no ambiguity. He was not impressed. He turned back to Chase. “Mr Hanlon, proceed!”
 



Chapter 4. Hermes 1130, 10 May.
It was an angry Warner that came on board. Actually, he was furious. He went to the command centre. The XO was not there. He was told she was in the dock supervising the stowing of the new warthog. He made his way there,he cloud of anger he was holding onto giving warning to all who crossed his path.
He got to the dock to find it almost empty, just a few crew loading some fresh food and other stores. The second warthog was there filling up what used to be a fairly large open area next to the first warthog. It was now as tight as a sardine can. Regardless there was no XO.
He went to her cabin but she was not there. Now he was getting really pissed. He hailed her on the intercom. “XO to my cabin please” and tersely hung up.
Rihan heard the directive but she too was in a foul mood. She had been in a foul mood all yesterday afternoon, all last night and all this morning. She didn’t see it getting any better and if the truth be known didn’t want it to be either.
If Fleet policies and regulations were the order of the day then she would enforce them to the letter. Hence, that’s why 2nd Lt Hanlon was ordered to complete the organisational rosters to cater for the new replacements. Hence, that’s why acting Chief Shavez was ordered to conduct induction interviews for each of the new marine replacements. Hence why Sgt Puket was ordered to update her flying achievements log and why 2nd Lt Bellard was ordered to undertake a performance assessment of the battle stations in the command centre and hence why a dozen other directives were issued to all and sundry that morning. The ship had never seen more activity and if that’s what regulations and policies demanded then that was what this professional XO was going to deliver.
The crew had no idea what had happened but they knew for sure that the XO was on the warpath and anyone caught in her way would be yesterday’s collateral damage. 
Rihan noted the time and then deliberately slowed down her pace. She would make her way to the captain’s cabin but she noted no timeframe was specified. She knocked and received a terse “enter”. She came in and Warner said “close the door”.
“Are you sure that would be what the Commodore would want?” she said sarcastically.
“It’s what your commanding officer wants. Now do it.” And she did.
Warner deliberately kept her standing while he remained seated. It was his power play. “What is the meaning of tying up Chase on some unnecessary errand?”
“Regulations state that whenever new replacements are received, organisational rosters must be updated.”
“I’m well aware of that but you knew he had been tasked by me to deliver the briefing this morning. You went out of your way to make me look bad in front of the Commodore didn’t you?”
Rihan’s blood was rising now along with her voice. “You didn’t need me to do that. You did just fine yesterday all by yourself.”
“Rihan, be reasonable.”
But Rihan was not in a reasonable mood. “There is nothing in regulations which specifies that an XO must be reasonable.”
“No but there is about obeying your commanding officer. Don’t push it.”
“No Sir, not at all” returned a spiteful Rihan. “Will that be all?”
“Yes” said a frustrated Warner.
After she left, he knew he hadn’t handled that well. He shook his head in disbelief at how it had panned out. But he couldn’t help himself admiring her pluck. She looked so good when she was all fired up. He even smiled.
 



Chapter 5. Hermes 1300, 10 May.
Warner was there to receive the Commodore as he came on. The military police guard was decked out and he was piped on with full military honours. It was not every day that they received a Commodore especially as they were operating virtually independently in this sector. When the member of the guard playing the pipes hit the wrong note, Warner cringed. ‘What else could go wrong?’ he thought. ‘I can’t take much more of this.’ But his stocks were yet to hit the bottom.
Private Popendreous was leading Warner and the Commodore along the corridor in the crew deck, carrying the Commodore’s luggage. When they passed the auxiliary officers’ cabin that was normally used for guest officers, Warner thought there must be a mistake. “Steward, where are you taking us?”
“To the Commodore’s cabin, Sir”
“And which one is that?”
Angie Popendreous turned and responded rather awkwardly “You know, your room Sir.”
“No… that can’t be right” said Warner.
Quick as a flash Angie came back “The XO said that since Mr Simons was already in the auxiliary room that you would be giving up your room for the Commodore”.
Internally Warner was fuming but somehow he kept a lid on it. “Please excuse me Commodore. There’s been a mistake. Steward, put the Commodore’s luggage for the moment in my cabin. If you wouldn’t mind waiting in the mess Sir I’ll sort this out.”
Pious raised an eyebrow and nodded but said nothing. 
“Steward, once you have deposited those bags, please show the Commodore to the officers mess.”
“Yes Sir.”
Warner turned. If looks could kill.
He didn’t want another shouting match in his cabin with the Commodore just down the corridor, so he hailed “XO to Engineering” and added “ASAP”.
He then headed down to the central crumple compartment leading to Engineering.
Rihan entered and looked at Warner with a face that said ‘I know nothing’.
“I suppose you think that’s funny?”
“Sir, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Oh come on, you know telling the steward that the Commodore would be in my room.”
“Oh that. I presumed that since we already had one guest and that there were no other officers cabins left the Commodore being the senior officer on board should get the best cabin” she said feigning innocence. 
“Right…” he said indicating his disbelief. “Well you can just go and fix this mess.” His dander was up and he was determined to let her know that in no uncertain terms was this going to be tolerated. Raising his voice even further “I’ve had it up to here with this nonsense”.
At that moment there was a clang of the bulkhead doors and Cpl Adrian Turner entered. He couldn’t help but notice that tempers were rising between the two ‘usual occupants’. He focused his gaze on the floor avoiding any eye contact, made his way across the compartment and tried unsuccessfully to close the bulkhead door quietly.
“As you wish” came back Rihan’s reply and she too left. When she closed the bulkhead door behind her she couldn’t help but smile. He looked exceedingly cute when he was angry.
Rihan went up to the crew deck and knocked on Art’s door. He opened it and standing in the doorway she explained the need to move the Commodore into his room.
“And so I presume I will be sharing with some other officer or do you have another plan. I would be more than willing to share yours” he cheekily added.
“I’m sure you would Art but I don’t think I’m fit company at the moment.”
He was about to come back with a witty response but he could see the sorrow in her eyes. He, like everyone else on the ship, was well aware of the recent hostilities between them. He reached out and offered his shoulder. She took it and he held her lightly. For a moment she thought she would cry. But she regained her composure and stood upright. His arms were now resting on her shoulders.
“Oh Art it’s all gone so bad. How is it possible to be so happy one moment and to be so miserable the next?”
Art said “Don’t worry I’m a great believer that everything works out for the best in the end” and he kissed her lightly on the forehead.
At that moment Warner reappeared, coming to ensure that the Commodore had been sorted. He stopped some ten metres away and stared at Art with his arms around Rihan and then the kiss. Part of him was in disbelief. Part of him was furious and part of him was hurt, very hurt indeed.
“You haven’t wasted much time” he called out.
Rihan and Art were surprised and turned to see Warner.
“It’s not what you think” said Art.
Rihan was just about to speak when Pious called out from the other direction. “Commander, are my rooms ready yet?” He had just come out from the officers mess keen to get his accommodation sorted. He observed the melodrama unfolding in the corridor but he cared little for it. Either Warner would deal with it or there would be changes.
Warner felt trapped. His heart wanted to pursue matters with Rihan but his head knew he had to respond to the Commodore. “XO are things sorted?” he said tersely.
“Yes Sir” she said turning to the Commodore. “Mr Simons will vacate and you can have his room. I will have it ready within the hour.”
“Very good” said Pious. “Commander, it’s 1400”.
Warner cast a look over to Rihan and he saw the pleading in her eyes but he couldn’t, he wouldn’t, pay it any heed. He marched past them both, his gaze fixed down the corridor.
Pious studied Warner as he approached, then looked back down the corridor at the two figures watching Warner. When Warner reached him he said in a quieter voice “I believe you owe me a decision.”
“There will be no marriage” said Warner.
“As you wish” said Pious.
 



Chapter 6. Hermes 1800, 10 May.
The mood in the command centre at launch time could best be described as miserable. The Commodore was there for the occasion and his presence didn’t help. Warner was still smarting over what happened on crew deck. Rihan was blaming herself for her stupidity and desperate for her own rapprochement with Warner but he was deliberately avoiding any eye contact with her. Ivan Kiralenko was the watch officer and while he was normally very competent he was making heavy going of it in the presence of the Commodore. He was receiving no assistance from anyone else either. In fact the whole team there were trying to keep as low a profile as they could.
But despite all this they did take off. They entered warp and were set for the eight hours it would take to emerge on the dark side of the Beta Phi moon. The plan called for a similar insertion as done previously, though with a drop off closer to Niku. From there Art and Sue Chalker would proceed to the suburbs of Niku, make contact with his source and hopefully conduct a first contact with the Alliance leadership on Beta Phi.
The Commodore wanted to personally go through options with Art and Sue straight after warp. Warner was also in attendance. At the conclusion, Art pursued Warner down the corridor. “Dave” he called out. Warner turned and said “Mr Simons on this ship you will refer to me as either Commander or Captain. What do you want?”
“Oh don’t be an ass. It was not what it seemed.”
“No? Well pray tell me what was it?”
“She was upset, about you. I was only giving her a shoulder to cry on.”
“And how many of your conquests, Art, have cried on your shoulder?” There was real venom in Warner’s voice.
“You’re making a big mistake.”
“Not any more” said an indignant Warner who turned and paced away.
Art shrugged. He felt ….inadequate. He wanted to help them get back together. He knew they belonged together. But time was against him. He had to go and prepare his kit, shower and above all sleep. It would be a predawn start.
However he decided to at least tell Rihan that he had tried to talk to Warner. He went down to the crew deck again and knocked on Rihan’s door. She wasn’t there. There wasn’t a lot more he could do. So he resigned to go into enemy territory once again with another personal issue unresolved.
But when he finished packing he decided to at least put down in writing his account of what happened. He then knocked on Warner’s door but again no answer. In fact none of the officers were in their rooms. He was standing out in the corridor like a lost sheep when Sue Chalker turned the corner heading his way. She asked was he alright and he said fine but he was trying to deliver this letter to Warner only he couldn’t find him. He explained that he still had to setup his communicator and was running out of time. She undertook to deliver the message.
She tried various locations but also failed to locate the recipient. She too wanted to get some shut eye but she felt duty bound to find him. She went to the officer’s mess and asked the steward there if she could speak with the captain. Warner was talking to the Commodore and didn’t want to leave him unattended for too long. He came out to the ante room, which was more of a passage way than a room, with a door to the kitchen on the side. He beckoned Chalker to come in.  She explained that she had a message from Art. He accepted it, unbuttoned his suit top and inserted the envelope. The steward backed into Sue carrying a tray forcing her into Warner. He instinctively grabbed her just as Rihan entered. She stopped in her tracks and then turned and fled back to her room.
Warner couldn’t believe it. In that moment he realised that he too had probably misread the previous incident with Art. He made sure Sue regained her balance and was just about to pursue Rihan when the Commodore called out for him.
 



Chapter 7. Hermes 1900, 10 May.
Warner finally extricated himself from the Commodore’s company. “XO to Engineering. Now!” he hailed over the intercom.
They met in the usual spot. Rihan’s fury was obvious but unstated. She was going to hold it this time she had assured herself on the way down in the elevator.
Warner was now desperate to explain what happened in the mess and a desperate person is never in a good bargaining position. He was a little unsure of how to start. He expected her to rail at him from the word go, but when she didn’t he felt even more worried. At least when she was angry, he knew where she was at.
Finally Warner couldn’t handle the silence any longer. “I know it looks bad and it’s not what you think.”
“Oh yeh, you bet it looks bad because that’s what it is.” Rihan couldn’t control the anger welling up inside nor the increasing volume of her voice. “Didn’t wait long, did you? Grab the first skirt that comes by and you didn’t seem bothered if it was in front of the Commodore either.”
“That’s not fair” Warner defended himself.
The bulkhead door opened and Adrian Turner stuck his head through, saw and heard the shouting match in progress. This time he decided to turn around and in disgust slammed the bulkhead door with a clang.
And for the first time that day, both Rihan and Dave laughed. 
“I was wrong Rihan to jump to conclusions. I’m sorry.”
Rihan saw the anguish in Warner’s face and she felt guilty for abusing him.
“No, I’m the one who’s sorry. I wasn’t fair to you.”
They embraced and kissed. Then kissed again and with the passion rising and the breathing getting faster and heavier Adrian Turner poked his head through the door again and said “Oh for heaven’s sakes Sir, Maam, I’ve got work to do!”
That broke them up and they all laughed.
Finally Turner suggested “How about I put up a partition here Sir?” Warner still holding Rihan nodded to Turner and said “Excellent idea.” And to Rihan “Don’t you think so?”
“Oh yes, I think so” and she kissed him again.
They were still kissing when Turner withdrew. Rihan’s hand had found its way down to Dave’s swelling groin. 
“No, we can’t do this here” said Warner.
“Back to your cabin then” and she kissed him on the neck.
“No, we can’t. The Commodore.” 
“Oh come on” pleaded Rihan. “I want to eat you up” and she bit him lightly on the neck just to prove her intent.
Warner finally pushed her away a little so he could look her in the eye. “We have to be careful, very careful. I told the Commodore we had broken it off.”
“Oh you didn’t, did you?” said a disappointed Rihan. The passion drained away.
“Sorry, but at the time it wasn’t looking good.”
Rihan leaned back on to the shelving behind her. “What are we going to do? We can’t go on like this. Well I can’t.”
“Until he’s off our case we’re going to have to. So the sooner we get this mission done and he returns to Earth the better.”
“But that could be, who knows how long, …days even.”
Warner nodded. But he couldn’t think of anything else.
“Why don’t you tell him you’ve changed your decision?”
“He’ll just quarantine us for this current mission and send one of us packing when we finish.”
“It’s so not fair” said Rihan.
Warner saw her despondency leaned forward and put her head to his shoulder and his arms around her. “It’ll work out my love. It always works out for the best in the end.”
 



Chapter 8. Hermes 0400, 11 May.
The alarm fired and Warner struggled to acknowledge it. He’d had less than five hours’ sleep and the emotions of yesterday had drained him. He rose, washed his face and meditated. He had to cut it short as they would be coming out of warp soon. But even the fifteen minutes had a beneficial effect. He only managed to still his mind for a minute but it was so peaceful. It nourished him, and as often happens at the end of the stillness a thought arose and he knew that he had to speak with Art before he left.
He dressed and went to Art’s room. He knocked and Art opened the door straight away. He was fully dressed and his kit was ready. “You got my message” Art queried. “I just wanted to make sure you knew the facts.”
“It’s alright. Art I owe you an apology. I’ve made up with Rihan. We’re good.”
A very relieved Art smiled. “You know in many ways you two are very much alike.”
“You mean in the stupid pig headed ways?” and he smiled.
“More than that Dave. In many good ways.”
“Thanks Art. Is there anything I can do for you before you’re off?”
Art sighed. “Nah. I’m good.”
“You’re not that keen about going in again are you.”
“It has to be done and I realise the importance of it. But I realised last night as I was preparing to go that I’ve lost that edge I used to have. It’s a dirty business that I’m in. I would like to feel clean again.”
Warner appreciated Art confiding in him but now he was worried. He knew that once you lose your edge you make mistakes and in this game that usually ended up badly.
“I hear you Art. But you must stay focussed. Lean on Sue Chalker. She’s as tough as nails. She’s sharp and she has edge a-plenty, too much sometimes. Get through this and then I’ll help you get out of this business. I promise.”
Art looked at Warner and was grateful for his friendship. “Thanks Dave. You’re a good friend.”
“I have to go Art. Good luck.”
“You too.”



Chapter 9. Hermes 0420, 11 May.
Aubrey Bellard had the watch as they came out of warp. The Commodore was there but even his presence didn’t disturb the smooth flow of events. There was a different atmosphere from last night. Everyone felt it. There had been no actions or words said other than the norm. Everyone in the command centre carried themselves with an air of professional competence. There were no interpersonal tensions. In fact people were actually smiling at each other.
Pious couldn’t believe the transformation at first but then he saw the XO steal a glance at her captain and he understood. There had obviously been a rapprochement between the two and this he had seen before too. Little surprised him these days. But nonetheless he was impressed by the effect it had and now had a better appreciation why this ship and its crew had pulled off the victory on Alpha Phi. He had his hands behind his back and was subconsciously nodding his head just a little but enough for it to catch the eye of Dave Warner.
To Warner, Pious looked pleased and that pleased him. For the first time in 48 hours Warner genuinely felt good about how things were going. Yes, the distractions were behind him. He could now focus his energies on the mission.
“Coming out of warp in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1” said Aubrey. The situational awareness check went like clockwork. No immediate threats and still no enemy sensors on the dark side. The warthog carrying Art and Sue was launched and Parinya at the controls eased it out into the early morning. She adhered to the planned route which was a more gentle run than their last. At 0443 she reported that the payload had been deposited and by 0515 she had returned without event.
There were no enemy bogeys nor warp detections in nearby systems. There was no excitement whatsoever. All was peaceful and on track. Warner looked over to the Commodore. He was deep in thought but he had a content look on his face. “Breakfast, Commodore?” asked Warner.
“Why yes thank you Commander” responded Pious. “XO, would you care to join us?” and turning to Warner “with your permission of course Commander.”
“Certainly Sir, I’d be delighted” Warner responded.
‘Of course you would’ thought Pious.
“Ms Bellard the ship is yours” said Warner and the three of them headed for the mess.
The smell of fresh coffee, toast and bacon pervaded the mess. Warner loved that smell. They sat down at the table. Cranky Jack took their orders. Ivan Kiralenko came into the ante chamber saw the Commodore at the table and decided he could wait for breakfast and made a hasty retreat.
Warner and Rihan waited for the Commodore to speak, which he did. “Well Commander I must say I am impressed with the way things were handled this morning. Like a well-oiled machine. You and your crew are to be commended.”
Rihan was pleased. Warner was delighted. “Thank you Sir.”
“I take it that you two have come to terms?”
Warner first looked to Rihan and then back to the Commodore. “Yes Sir. I think we have.”
“Good. It shows, you know?”
Again Warner turned to Rihan and saw her slightly puzzled look and turned back to the Commodore. “Does it Sir?” he queried.
“Yes and its reflected in your crew’s performance, which I must say is a credit to you both.”
“Why thank you Sir” replied Warner.
“May it continue.”
“Yes Sir.”
“And with a bit of luck we may even see a lessening of demand for the services of both of you in Engineering” said Pious with a knowing smile.
“Right Sir” said Warner realising the game was up. “I think things are finally being resolved in Engineering.”
“Excellent. Ah…here’s our toast!”
 



Chapter 10. Niku 1100, 11 May.
Art and Sue had finally reached the suburbs of Niku. They had to walk the whole way from the landing zone, about 5 clicks. They were dressed in civies. Each was armed with a pistol but it was out of sight. Their aim was to reach a café that Art had used before as a meeting place with his source. He would then make contact and setup a meet asap.
Niku was the second largest city on Beta Phi. It had about four million people. It was very compact with high rise apartment blocks everywhere. In the early day the planners had agreed on the need to restrict the city radius so it could be more easily defended. But while that need had long passed everyone seemed content to go up rather than out. 
The space port and base were located on the eastern side. With the war on, a security perimeter had been thrown around it that extended into the adjacent suburbs. Art knew that his source lived there and that they could not meet at his place. They had previously met at the café they were now approaching. It was on the ground floor of an apartment block. The entire ground floor was devoted to shops of various kinds. Opposite was a clothing store. 
While Sue browsed the racks of clothes, Art sat down at the café and called his source. He worked not far away. He couldn’t come till lunchtime, say in an hour. Art didn’t want to hang around there till the meeting so they walked to another café a block away and got a bite to eat.
Sue was watching Art. She knew he was the professional and she the amateur. She would try and learn as much as she could from him. Art’s eyes were not moving but his focus was. He continually scanned the 120 degree arc in front of him. He never made large or sudden gestures. Everything was measured. She did likewise.
But she detected a tiredness in Art that wasn’t physical. In a low voice, but not a whisper, she asked “How’d you get into this?”
“Long story.” He didn’t seem in the mood to chit chat but she continued anyway.
“You were in special ops with Warner weren’t you?”
“Yeh.”
“So how did you go from there to here?”
“It’s not an unusual career path.”
She nodded.  He wasn’t opening up. So she tried a different tack. “Do you prefer to operate on your own?”
“No, not really. It’s just that I’ve been on my own now for so long.”
“I thought you had someone with you on Josker?”
“Had...yeh.”
“What, no longer?”
“She was killed trying to help me escape. Just another waste of life.”
“Were you close?”
“Yeh we were” and Art turned his head a little, not looking at anything in particular but Sue could see that his focus was back on Josker. She didn’t interrupt. A minute passed and finally he turned back to her. “Don’t get too attached Sue. That’s the key. Well that’s what your boss keeps telling me anyway.”
“One hundred percent commitment, zero percent attachment?”
“Yeh that’s the one” and he actually smiled. Sue thought he had a nice smile. She smiled back.
“He keeps dropping these pearly words of wisdom at us during training.”
“Yeh he’s like that. We copped it big time in special ops. He was more zealous then.”
“Zealous?”
“About his spiritual path and his Guru. Thankfully, he’s mellowed a bit now.”
“But you got to admit he’s a good commander.”
“I don’t know about that. I haven’t actually served under him till now. But he is a good person, a good friend and you can’t ask for more than that.”
“Oh I don’t know. I think the XO does” and she gave him a wink.
Art just laughed. “Yeh, I reckon she does.” And Sue joined in.
They were laughing quite loudly by this stage and people had turned to notice.
“Come on. We better get out of here” said Art.
 



Chapter 11. Niku 1200, 11 May.
Sue went into the clothing store and pretended to browse while keeping her eye on the café. Art secured himself a table on the pavement out front, with his back to the window so he could see all who came and went. Sue having never met his source was waiting for Art to ID him. 
Speaking quietly Art hailed Sue “Black suit 50 on right heading this way”.
“Roger I have eyes on.” 
From here on there would be no conversation between them until it was over or some new development occurred or something went wrong.
Ivanov Gregorious, the man in black, was trying to look nonchalant but in fact was very wary. He was of average height. His business suit and good posture said establishment. His dark hair had been swept back but was now blowing forward with the breeze. He had blue eyes and high prominent cheekbones. 
He spotted Art but did not acknowledge him at first. Instead he scanned the area thoroughly, walked past and then returned sitting down next to Art such that his back was partially against the window and he could see the entrance to the café. There was a little nod and then they started to talk as you would expect. The waiter came over and took their order – sandwiches and coffee. Again, nothing special. 
Satisfied that the source wasn’t going to blow their cover, Sue’s attention now focussed up and down the street. All looked good. There were quite a few people about and more appeared onto the street as the lunch hour proceeded. But none paid any attention to Art nor looked suspicious. If they were watching, they were good.
Ivanov was a project manager with the Niku Council, which meant he had access to the Senior Council. His main job was in oversight of development plans. Niku was all about development, leastways prior to the war. A civil engineer by profession he had been on Beta Phi for five years now, having migrated with his wife and two kids from Polaris. He had come in search of big money working initially for one of the mining companies but his wife didn’t like the fact that he was always away at one site or another. So he chucked in the big bucks and opted instead for the security and convenience of a government job. He had worked for the Government before back on Polaris, so he came well qualified and was snapped up by the Niku Council. On a new colony planet a skilled professional was a sought-after resource.
When the Alliance systems declared independence from the Federation last year he thought long and hard about packing up and returning to Polaris. But his wife was happy here. The kids were in a good school. Her parents were here now. She had plenty of nice friends here. She was happy here. And if she was happy so was Ivanov. He was a family man at heart. His parents had brought him up with the view that family mattered most and it was this view, this principle that Art had used to manipulate him.
Ivanov’s parents and the rest of his family relations were all on Polaris. He wanted them safe but Art had pointed out that such safety came with a price. And so here he was again paying the price.
After a few introductory sentences Ivanov asked “So what is it this time?”
“Do you still have access to the Senior Council?”
“Yes but I have to be careful.”
“Understood. Can you arrange for a meeting with the Council Head?”
“What?” he said incredulously and then added “With whom?”
“A senior Federation official.”
“For what purpose?”
“Talks?”
“About what. I’m going to need more than this.”
“Rapprochement.”
“Really?” a surprised Ivanov queried.
“Yes really” said Art.
“They won’t believe it. It’s not credible. Your fleet just wiped out our flotilla and destroyed our radar station on Alpha Phi. Why would you be now willing to talk peace?”
“Tell them we now know that they did not destroy New Hammersley.”
This news struck Ivanov like a freight train. “What?” he said loudly.
“Quiet” said Art.
“Sorry. Is that true?”
“Yes we have evidence that proves the Alliance could not have done it.”
“So what are we fighting for?”
“Exactly!”
But then the next logical thought step was taken by Ivanov. “Who did then?”
“We don’t know?”
“What do you mean you don’t know” said Ivanov, again raising his voice.
“Ssh!” said Art in a quiet measured tone.
“We don’t know. It wasn’t to the best of our knowledge a Federation attack. Why would it be after all?”
“Gelk?”
“No”
“Pirates?”
“They don’t have the capability. We’re talking at least a frigate sized ship here. And what would they gain by doing it?”
“Who then?”
“Who indeed?”
Ivanov was at a loss and looked around all over the place. Then it hit him. “Oh shit. There’s some other race out there setting us up for the chop.”
Art just nodded. Ivanov’s colour just drained out of his face. Art let it sink in for another minute. He suspected Ivanov’s mind was racing with the implications and what it meant for him and his family.
Finally with resolve he said “I’ll do it. Today would be good. No?”
“Yes, today.”
“I will need some time to set things up. Call me at 1500.”
After Ivanov departed Sue came over and ordered a cup of coffee. She had been listening in on the conversation and asked Art “are you all right?”
“Yeh” responded Art in a flat tone. 
“That seemed to go well.”
“Yeh it was alright.”
“Hasn’t he just effectively dobbed himself in to the Council.”
“Yes he has.”
“But why?”
“He’s a family man.”
“So what, do you mean you are blackmailing him somehow involving his family?”
“More or less. He has family back on Polaris he wants to keep safe.”
“What, and you are threatening to harm them?”
“More or less.”
“What have they done?”
“Nothing.”
“How could you?”
“Sue, this is a shit of a business. If you want to stay a nice person don’t follow this path.”
“But Art you’re a nice person.”
“Hum… I’m glad you think so…once …yes I used to be a nice person, but I’m not so sure these days.”
 
 



Chapter 12. Niku 1515, 11 May.
Ivanov again approached the café with Sue looking on from the shop opposite and Art sitting in the same spot. “Well?” said Art.
“They are cautious. I’m not sure they believed me. They want to send an agent to meet with you and they want to see the evidence that you have that proves the Alliance was not responsible for New Hammersley.”
Art thought about this last request for a moment. “That is not going to happen.”
“Why not?”
“Don’t you see? If we give them that, then it will compromise our source on Josker.”
“You are kidding, no? If they see it’s true then the war will end.”
“Don’t be naive Ivanov. They will still want to close down that source.”
“Then you must choose Mr Spy, your source for all humanity.”
Ivanov’s logic was compelling, if not overwhelming. Art hated this. He knew he had to once more betray someone. 
“OK, where is this meet?”
“Here, in one hour.”
“Who’s their agent?
“I don’t know but they said you’d recognise him.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“Alright. Tell them we’ll be here. And Ivanov…?”
“Yes?”
“Thank you. You did well.”
“I just hope I have done well enough so that I never have to see you or your like again. Nothing personal.”
Art just nodded.
Again after Ivanov left, Sue came over. She asked him how he could have betrayed one of his own sources.
“Because it had to be done. Don’t you see.? It’s the life of one person against the lives and future of a whole race. That’s the magnitude of what we are about right now.”
“But this one person is someone you know, who trusts you.”
“Yes he is.”
“How do you sleep at night?”
“It’s difficult.”
 



Chapter 13. Niku 1630, 11 May.
Sue was straining to make out the figure accompanying Ivanov as they approached the café. Another few paces and she would have a better view. Art was sitting at his table. His right hand was under the table holding his pistol. It wasn’t that he thought it highly probable but training and bitter experience had taught him well. He too was straining to make out this enemy agent that he would recognise.
Given the angles he was going to recognise him before Sue did. And so he did. “Shit” he said out loud. Sue picked up on it straight away.
“What’s wrong?”
“It’s Strerkze.”
“Then he’s a dead man” responded Sue.
“Wait. Under no circumstances are you to fire. Is that understood?”
“He’s a traitor Art. He’s going down.”
“Don’t be stupid.”
“He killed my friends. He betrayed you. He’s going down.”
“Sue. Stand down NOW” Art ordered. But Art had no confidence in his authority over Sue. So he raised his pistol into the air and fired two shots.
Pug hit the dirt, weapon drawn and calling for his back up.
Art had gone to ground and was crawling towards the shop. Sue too had instinctively taken cover.
“Sue stand down. Do not, repeat not open fire. I’m coming to you.”
Pug withdrew back to the end of the block and around the corner to safety. His Alliance handler was there, a woman by the name of Jade Moon. She was a hardened, lean operative. If she had chosen a different profession she could have been a model. Her jet black hair was cut in a bob. Her piercing grey eyes missed nothing. Her pistol was drawn and she was calling for backup. 
“I told you they’d fucking try and kill me” Pug said.
“At least we know they recognise you.” Jade said harshly. Jade listened to a report from one of her team. “They say their agent fired into the air. What do you make of that?”
“He’s done that to warn me. He must be having control problems with one of his team.”
“Alright Sterkze, duck your head around and give them two minutes to throw out their weapons or we come in blazing” Jade ordered. Pug was about to object when Jade brandished her pistol to the now deserted street and said “no buts, just get on with it.”
Art scrambled into the clothing store to where Sue was. He reached just as Sterkze gave out the warning. “Give me your gun” he said strongly.
“No way” she replied.
“Sue, any other course of action and you and I will be dead in five minutes. Don’t be stupid.”
“He’s responsible for seven dead on Josker and another six on Alpha Phi.”
“So what we are talking about the future of billions, of a whole species, our species.”
“They were my friends. They deserve to be avenged.”
“The greater good Sue. The greater good.” 
As Sue started to cry, Art reached over and took her gun. He left her crying, went to the door and threw out two pistols into the street.
“Move out into the street, slowly with your hands raised” came the voice of authority from down the road.
“Come on Sue. Here” and Art handed her a tissue with one hand and a lift with the other. “Stand up. We have a galaxy to save.”



Chapter 14. Niku 1900, 11 May.
After two hours Jade Moon was convinced of the veracity of the data. Her authority extended to arranging a meeting with the Nike Council Head and an appropriate representative from the Federation, if the data was verified. Once the date was proven she knew that the Federation also believed it and that it was case closed on whether or not the Alliance was responsible for New Hammersley. In her mind this was good enough to convince her that this overture was genuine. 
She came into the room where Art and Sue were kept. They were seated on a rough wooden bench that had seen its fair share of prisoners, being the city jail. “Follow me please” and she left with them in tow. They arrived in a much better room, were offered a glass of water and asked to sit.
“We are satisfied with the data’s authenticity and I am authorised to begin negotiations. Do I understand correctly that you would like for one of your senior Fleet officers to meet with our Council Head?”
“Yes that’s right” responded Art.
“Very well. Can your representative be here by 2100? Of course they will be allowed to enter Niku air space under a flag of truce and the representative’s party will be guaranteed safe passage. But under no circumstances will any breach be allowed to go unpunished. Is that understood?”
“Of course we will honour the cease fire. We should be able to make that time but I will need to contact my people to confirm. ”
“Agreed.  Follow me” she said and she led them to the comms room where they hailed the Hermes on an open channel. Art spoke with Rihan initially and then with Warner. The Commodore was standing by but left it to Warner to handle the details.
Art and Sue were then escorted back to the room they came from, offered something to eat and left in the locked room to await the arrival of their party.
Sue reached out over the table and placed her hand on Art’s “Thank you”.
Art could see she was still in a sensitive state. She had been exposed to and been through a lot today. In a soft voice he said “For what”.
“For saving my life.”
“It deserves to be saved.”
She looked into his eyes. Where she had previously seen despondence she now saw strength. She couldn’t help but reflect that earlier this morning before she had departed she had looked into her mirror and noted the strength in her eyes and now she knew too well that they displayed despondence. It was as though the energy had shifted from her to him.
But she knew that his transformation was borne from his acceptance of his duty and the choices he made for the greater good. On reflection she had to admit that the strength she previously felt was due to her anger and resentment and that her transformation was borne from a realisation that it could only lead to her own demise. She wanted to be rid of it, her anger, her resentment. It was making her bitter and no good could come from it.
“Help me, Art. I nearly got us both killed and fucked this whole thing up.”
Art turned his hands over, palm up, and took hers. “You need to let it go Sue. You have to forgive.” And then after a short pause he added “I just hope there’s enough forgiveness out there for what I have done.”
Back on the Hermes, Warner approached the Commodore “Sir, who do you want to accompany you?”
It was a good question and Pious thought about it for a minute. “Give me an officer who can handle themselves if the need should arise, though I don’t think it will come to that. I want you here Commander. In the event that anything untoward occurs, it will be up to you to get us out. I suggest you have a marine team on standby.” And he added with a smug smile “It’s as well you now have two warthogs, hey?”
“Yes Sir, it is!” Warner was prepared to play along and flatter his ego. “I’ll have Kiralenko go with you.”
“Is he up to it?” asked Pious in a deadly serious manner. Pious hadn’t been all that impressed with his earlier performance as watch officer.
“Yes Sir he is. He was with me in the assault on Alpha Phi. He won’t let you down Sir.”
“Very well.”
 



Chapter 15. Niku 2045, 11 May.
Parinya landed her warthog, now designated Whisky 1 (W1), in an isolated landing zone on the far edge of the Niku space port. The handshake with Niku Control over the open channel went smoothly. She had been advised by the Control to power down and await the arrival of vehicle that would convey the representative to the meeting place. Pious had come forward next to the pilot and was scanning outside for any vehicle. 
He hated waiting. Fortunately for him his senior ranking meant he rarely had to. But now he was being forced to bide his time, deliberately he thought.
Kiralenko remained seated, his sidearm strapped to his thigh. He was wary of saying anything to the Commodore that would further damage his opinion of him.
Cpl Sherri Chang and Tpr Alfred Weiss sat further back. They were armed with rifles but they would be staying with Whisky 1.
“Sir, how long do you think we’ll be here?” she asked Kiralenko.
“Not sure. At least a few hours I expect. The Commodore doesn’t expect any trouble but you need to keep alert nonetheless.”
Chang nodded and with the Commodore’s back to them, she threw her recent combat buddy a cheeky grin. Ivan smiled for a second but he couldn’t afford to earn the Commodore’s ire any more than he had already, so he averted his gaze forward. Chang saw his nervousness and smiled.
A vehicle eventually came and Pug Sterkze, with two armed troopers, crossed the twenty paces to Whisky 1. Kiralenko was at the hatch and dismounted. Something stiffened in him as he saw Sterkze. It was / galling to have their noses rubbed in it he thought. But his instructions were clear and he would play this one down the line.
“Sterkze” he said.
“Mr Kiralenko” Pug replied in equal stern fashion. “You have Commodore Pious aboard. Is he ready?”
“Yes I am” said Pious as he emerged.
“Very good. If you would follow me.”
No one spoke on the way to the vehicle, nor during the 15 minute drive to the meeting place. Kiralenko looked out at the city scape as they drove. It looked just like so many other colony cities he had seen. It could so easily have been a Federation city. The few people on the streets as they got further into the city looked no different to those he would expect to see in their cities. ‘If the places and the people are the same’ he thought ‘why are we fighting?’
They pulled up outside what looked like a school. The sign above the gate said it was a school. They walked into the gymnasium, which was well lit. In the middle was a table with seats on either side.
There were two women standing near the table. One of these was Jade Moon. The other was Justine Packer, Niku Council Head. She was taller than Jade. Age had stripped a lot of the fat from her bones. She had a long face not used to conveying tenderness. Her hair was only platinum blond by choice now but gave a hint to how beautiful she must have been in her prime. She had a reputation for being as tough as nails. Not surprising in a fast developing colony city. 
Pious had been briefed before his departure. So he was forewarned and hoped forearmed. He walked over and introductions were completed. It was agreed that this meeting was preliminary and that apart from Packer and Pious, only Moon and Simons would attend. All others withdrew to seats on the gymnasium walls. 
Sue was so glad to see Ivan’s tall frame and his familiar face. He carried himself well she thought as he walked over. He didn’t look cocky nor intimidated. He was a good choice for this role. Ivan nodded and sat down and then in a whisper to her he said “Are you alright?”
“Yes Sir” she replied. She suspected that this belied her appearance.
“Looks like you and Simons pulled it off.”
Sue reflected on how close it had come to turning into a disaster. But then she realised it hadn’t. Things had worked out, hadn’t they? “Yes” she said “It does, doesn’t it” and she smiled with just a hint of pride.
“It looks like we are in agreement” said Justine Packer after half an hour. “A summit will be held to develop and sign a formal treaty. First, officials will meet to hammer out the details and then the leaders will arrive to sign it. That just leaves the matter of where and when.”
“I think we should accept that time is of the essence. Therefore, it should be at a location midway between the respective home planets” suggested Pious.
“And I suppose you will put forward Polaris” said Packer with more than a hint of suspicion. “In which case, we’ll put forward Beta Phi and we have a Mexican standoff.”
“No.” said Pious. “Actually I was thinking of Klaster. We can control security there better.”
“Your security you mean” interjected Moon.
“Our security” replied Art, with emphasis on the “our”. That word made them all pause. They each looked at the others.
Justine was the first to speak “Yes our security. Go on Commodore.”
“But what of the defences on Klaster?” interjected Moon a second time. “Has it occurred to you that whoever it is that engineered this war is not probably going to sit by and see a rapprochement?”
“My good lady. We are counting on it” said Pious.
Even Art was taken aback. He had not anticipated this. “What do you mean?”
“I suggest we take this opportunity to set a trap for our would-be conquerors.”
“And what, use our leaders as the bait?” challenged Packer.
“In a way, yes. We of course are not proposing to risk their lives but merely to create a ruse. So far, we know absolutely nothing about them. We don’t know where they are from or where they are now. So where do we go looking ? Better to have them come looking for us. If we can draw them out we can at least gain vital intelligence.”
“I see you have already planned this out Commodore. What other surprises do you have for us?”
“We propose conducting two summits, the first in secret to be concluded asap. It should be possible for both delegations to reach Klaster in two weeks. The second, more open to be conducted a further two weeks later. We make sure that news of this second summit is leaked and becomes public knowledge. In the meantime we build up the defences on Klaster, we marshal our combined forces and then when our foe strikes we pounce.”
“Quite the Napoleon aren’t you Commodore” said Packer.
“Actually I prefer Nelson” came back Pious as quick as a flash. He was revelling in this moment.
“I take it that your Fleet HQ has already sanctioned this? What about your Council?”
“Yes our Government has already given this the green light”
“Well this is too big for my pay grade, Commodore. I am going to have to consult with our Council.”
“Yes I see. How long will you need?”
Packer turned to Moon who was still trying to take it all in. Moon played catch up with her mind and then said “three days”.
“Fair enough” said Pious “Is it within your pay grade to authorise a temporary cease fire in this sector and to grant us safe passage for the Hermes to return in three days’ time.”
“Of course.”
“Madam it’s been a pleasure doing business.”
“Hold on a minute” said Art. “There is one more item that needs to be addressed.”
This caught Pious off balance for the first time that meeting. He turned to Art, raised his right eyebrow and said “Yes Mr Simons. What is it?”
“We want a promise of no reprisals and an amnesty for Ivanov, Gregorious and our source on Josker.”
Pious was keen not to jeopardise their agreement. “I think this can be left to the officials to work out” and turning to Packer “Don’t you Council Head?”
Justine Packer studied Art closely, then she turned to Moon, who nodded. “OK we will leave this till then.”
“No, that won’t do” said Art. Pious stared angrily at him but before he could say anything Art continued. He addressed Moon. “You know how this will work out. Before any summit takes place, these security risks will be dealt with. Well these people have done nothing to compromise Alliance security nor Federation security for that matter. But they have risked their lives for a common good. They should be honoured not bundled into a vehicle in the middle of the night and shot in the morning.”
“Mr Simons, you are in no position to be making demands here” said an angry Pious.
“This is not a demand” he replied to Pious and then turning to Packer added “This is a request Madam Council Head.”
Packer turned to Moon. Moon felt as though all the heat was now on her. She knew only too well that Art spoke the truth about what would happen to his two sources. Her usual task oriented brain was saying to oppose it but she looked across at Art and saw something admirable. She turned to Packer and said “We can support that and in turn would request similar amnesty for our Agent Sterkze.”
Art looked to Pious and now he felt the heat, well his ego certainly did, but something else stirred in him as he looked at Art and he decided to accept this graciously. “Agreed” he replied.
Art felt very relieved. More than that, he felt good about himself for the first time in years. He left the Commodore with Packer exchanging pleasantries and saying their goodbyes. He came over to where Sue was seated and was actually smiling and when she smiled back he began to grin widely. Sue rose to her feet and as he reached her he said “We did it!” and they embraced.
Pious too was very pleased. He even smiled as he saw Art and Sue embracing. There was this euphoria swelling up inside him that he had not experienced for a long time. He tapped Art on the shoulder and Art separated from Sue. Art thought ‘oh, here it comes’. But Pious was in a mood to surprise. “Mr Simons I will be commending you to the Fleet Board and to Council. Humanity owes you a great debt. We have, all of us, done a wonderful thing here. Mr Kiralenko, can you please arrange for our transport?”
“Yes Sir” said Ivan who was all smiles.
 



Chapter 16. Hermes in warp to Klaster 0030, 12 May.
It had been late when the Commodore and party arrived on board Hermes. Everyone was rejoicing in the successful outcome. It was a weary Warner who retired to his cabin alone just before midnight. It was a frustrated Rihan who retired to her cabin, alas alone, around about the same time. The Commodore eventually drifted off to sleep just after midnight a very happy man indeed. It was as well that he slept soundly.
Art hit the sack before all the others. Although he too was a happy man, he was an exhausted one. It had been a long day. Warner had never seen him so happy, well not since the days they had shared together in Special Forces. At first he put it down to the diplomatic coup he had pulled off. But then he caught Art watching Sue Chalker. He knew that look. He should do - it was one he had so recently come to use himself.
Sue Chalker too had gone to bed early. But she was still lying awake well after midnight. She had been through a lot. She had experienced almost the full gamut of emotions in just this one day and at an intensity she found hard to bear. At the space port she actually wished Pug Strerkze well. At the time you could have knocked Pug down with a feather. But for Sue it was a moment of liberation. She had purged at least one of her demons and she had felt so good. 
She had sat in the shuttle replaying the day’s events, reflecting on her own transformation. She could not have thought it possible but there it was. And she knew who she had to thank for this. Art Simons the man who she would have willingly shot after Josker. OK, she had to thank Warner for saving her from that one. But it had been Art today that had not only saved her life but more importantly had opened her heart possibly for the first time since she lost her parents. 
In her eyes he was amazing. He had risen like a phoenix from the ashes displaying true strength and he had shown her such kindness when she was falling apart. She felt a tremendous amount of gratitude but welling up now was another feeling a stronger feeling, a compelling feeling. And so she rose from her bed, put on her robe and stole down the corridor to the man responsible for that feeling of love. Well love and passion if the truth be known.
She knocked on his door quietly. Art too was still awake in his bed. He too had been reflecting on the day. He too was amazed by the turn of events and by the effects they had had on him. But he knew that it wasn’t just events that had an effect. He couldn’t get an image out of his mind. It was a beautiful image, an image transformed in fact. One that had been hard was now softened and that had been bitter was now forgiving. One that had been tight was now blossoming.
He heard the knock and came to the door and found the image in front of him.
“I’m in need of a nice man” Sue said.
“Then you’ve come to the right place” he replied, taking her hand and pulling her gently inside.
He turned off the lamp and took her hand. They came together standing and began a slow shuffle. There was no music for their dance but they were in harmony. There was no light but they each felt brilliant. An inner contentment descended upon them. They stayed like that for quite a while, neither wanting to break the spell.
He eventually kissed her neck gently and when he heard her sigh of appreciation he kissed a little firmer. She sighed again and so the pattern repeated with the kisses getting firmer and the passion rising. Finally, Sue rolled her head and kissed him on his lips. She opened her mouth wide and let him in. She wanted to let him know that she was his for the taking. She was giving herself willingly and completely.
The change of pace excited Art. He dove his tongue inside. He was also pushing her to the wall. What had started slowly was now hurtling towards its climax at breakneck speed. They banged against the wall but both were now so engrossed in the passion that they were oblivious to the noise they were creating. Finally she let out an uncontrollable “Oh”. He started to lose his strength and whispered “Sorry, I just couldn’t hold on any longer.”
She held his head against her shoulder and kissed it. Their breathing was coming back to its normal pace. “You’re beautiful” Art said. 
“And you’re a very nice man indeed.”
They both crawled into Art’s bed. It wasn’t designed for two but they lay on their sides content to be close. Sleep came quickly.
 



Chapter 17. Hermes in warp to Klaster 0800, 12 May.
Warner knocked on Art’s door to remind him he had a debriefing at 0900. Sue heard it. Art did not. In fact Sue tried but nothing was going to wake Art, short of a bucket of water, from the best sleep he had had in years. Reluctantly she donned her robe and opened the door just enough for Warner to recognise her.
In a low voice, a somewhat shocked, but not surprised Warner said “Good morning Sgt Chalker.”
An embarrassed Sgt Chalker responded. “Good morning Sir.”
“I take it Mr Simons can’t tear himself away from the bed.”
Sue opened the door a little further and replied “He’s really tired Sir.”
“I bet he is” Warner couldn’t help throwing that one in. “But can you remind him, using whatever means you think will be effective, that …”
“That we have a debriefing at 0900” boomed out the Commodore as he came out of the adjacent cabin. Sue’s jaw dropped and Warner couldn’t believe it. But just as he thought the worst, Pious added “and please Sgt give Mr Simons my kind regards but I do not want to be delayed.” Warner was speechless as was Sue. Pious marched past them beaming and added “Excellent morning isn’t it Commander. Just excellent.” He strode off and if they had been facing him they would have seen a very wry smile indeed.
“Yes Sir” Warner finally responded. When the Commodore’s footsteps could no longer be heard he turned to Sue. “Just get him up now and make sure he is at that briefing.”
“Certainly Sir” and Sue eased the door shut. 
Warner walked down to Rihan’s cabin and knocked. She came out beaming and he loved her for it. He took her in his arms and kissed her passionately. After a minute’s lingering embrace she separated and said “and what brought that on?”
“Passion, lust…I’m not sure really but it’s an excellent morning isn’t it?”
She stole a glance down the corridor and then grabbed Warner by the shirt and dragged him in. “I’ll show you an excellent morning” and the door slammed shut.
 



Chapter 18. Hermes in warp to Klaster 1000, 12 May
The debrief went according to plan. Warner and Rihan were there beaming. Art and Sue were there beaming. Ivan and Sherri were there beaming too. Even the Commodore was beaming. In fact as debriefs go it was probably the shortest and smoothest on record. At the conclusion the Commodore requested the presence of Warner, Rihan and Art in the mess for morning tea.
So there they were sipping their coffee, eating some pancakes that Cranky Jack had made for the occasion at the Commodore’s earlier request. Art who was now well aware that he had been busted was unsure of his feelings. On the one hand he was still on cloud nine after last night’s - early this morning’s - activities but he did feel a fair measure of embarrassment.  But he was also encouraged by the Commodore’s good mood.
“I’m so glad we could get together like this” Pious began. “Now given all that has happened I think you will all agree that there have to be some changes.” He then panned around the table and was pleased that his words had the desired effect. The expressions on the faces of his guests were a mixture of confusion and dread. ‘Excellent’ he thought.
“To the first order of business. In one week’s time a base force will arrive on Klaster and deploy, transforming the facilities there from an outpost to what will eventually become a major Fleet base. Now this is not going to happen by itself. Far from it. It is going to require a lot of hard work. But more than that, it is going to require a new Base Commander, someone capable of driving this change forward. The qualities required of this new commander are many but determination, or might I say, pig headedness, probably tops the list.” 
“They will need to be a self-starter, quick to thought and deed and, possess a quick mind. A quick tongue won’t go astray either. They will need to be able to command respect in a brutal sort of way if they are to ramrod these changes through on time. They need to be the sort who when they are on the warpath few men or women will dare cross them.”
“Now these talents all in the one person are hard to find. But I do believe I have found just the very person.” Again he paused to savour their reaction. His guests were looking at each other and then back at him all at a loss. ‘Excellent’ thought the Commodore.
Finally Warner tentatively asked “Who Sir?”
“Why your good wife to be Commander, Lt Kabel.” Again he was enjoying every minute of this and so Pious paused to let his words sink in. Observing a floundering Warner and a shocked Rihan he continued “You do intend to marry, don’t you?”
Rihan looked to Warner who was still in shock. She waited for him to look at her but he didn’t. Finally, in exasperation, she said “Yes we do Sir”.
“Excellent” he said with extra emphasis on the first syllable and directing a loving smile Rihan’s way. 
Rihan couldn’t believe it but she was delighted nonetheless. Until her mind focussed on all the qualities she was supposed to be bringing to the position and then her blood began to rise. “What do you mean I’m pig headed?”
But Pious wasn’t going to be side tracked. “Now of course this involves a promotion suitable to the position. In fact as a Commander you will skip a level.” This completely took the wind out of Rihan’s sails. She forgot about the pig headed attribute and was for a moment floating on a cloud.
“Of course this will be a different command to that of your intended husband and it will be shore based but it does come with some perks including the director’s suite at Shangri La”. Again he delighted in observing the impact. Rihan was now in seventh heaven.
Pious was waiting for a response but Rihan was no longer in the room. Finally, Art nudged her and she realised. She looked to Warner. He was delighted at her good fortune and was nodding in affirmation. “Thank you Sir. I accept” she responded.
“Excellent. Now as you know with the expanded base we will be able to increase our presence at Klaster. When the base force arrives it will be escorted by two frigates and these will stay at Klaster forming the 17th Flotilla. This flotilla is in need of a commander with excellent leadership and judgement. I think that describes you to a tee Commander or should I say Captain Warner.”
Poor Warner he hadn’t really recovered from the last shock. This time it was Rihan’s turn to give him a nudge. But that wasn’t effective, so she kicked him. It hurt, but it did the trick. “Yes Sir. Thank you.”
“You will of course retain command of the Hermes and you will be tasked with the immediate defence of the Klaster belt during the summits.” Pious took a breath. He felt very pleased with himself but he wasn’t finished yet.
“Now Mr Simons. I have some bad news for you.” He looked at Art in a most concerned manner. Art was struggling to think what he had done to deserve bad news. Surely his indiscretion this morning wouldn’t outweigh his achievements yesterday. But he wasn’t sure.
“I think it would be fair to say that your days as a field operative have come to an end. It’s not that your efforts and skills are unappreciated but I think we both know that you’ve come to the end of the line in that career.” He looked to Art seeking an acknowledgement. Art didn’t know how to respond, which was just what Pious wanted.
“Excellent. The question is really whether there is any employment for which your particular skills are suited. Don’t you agree?”
Art had been outmanoeuvred. He was now being asked a question that was built on a premise he hadn’t agreed to. He was lost as to how to answer. Rihan nudged him and then kicked him for good measure. These blokes were hopeless she thought. Finally Art uttered feebly “Yes Commodore.”
“Excellent.  Well as fortune would have it I think I have found the very thing. With the summits being conducted at Klaster there is need of a diplomatic head of mission and I can think of no one better suited for the task, and available, than yourself. You are available aren’t you Mr Simons?”
Rihan just kicked him this time and it hurt. “Ouch! I mean, yes I am Commodore.”
“Excellent. And if I may be so bold Mr Simons I do not think Sgt Chalker is cut out to be a field operative but would perhaps be better suited to a position that is also coming up, namely head of security for the summits. She will of course have to accept a commission but I do think that 1st Lieutenant’s pay does provide some compensation. I have yet to speak with the good sergeant but I thought you may put in a good word for it.”
This time Art was quick off the mark “My pleasure Commodore.”
“Yes I noted that this morning” and Pious gave him a knowing wink. He then looked around at the smiling faces and he certainly felt good about it all. “Cranky Jack more pancakes please!”
 



Chapter 19. Niku 1000, 14 May.
Art Simons and the Commodore, with Kiralenko in train, entered the offices of the Niku Council Head. Justine Packer rose to welcome them. She looked happy. That was a good sign. Jade Moon, while not happy, was not unhappy and that too was a good sign. Pug Sterkze was keeping a low profile and remained at the end of the office. It was difficult for Art to make out his disposition.
“Commodore if you don’t mind I would like cut to the chase” said Packer.
“Please do” said the Commodore.
“Our Government is happy to go along with your plan but with some provisos.” Pious just nodded for her to continue. “First we would like a communications protocol established urgently that would allow secure comms between our Government and yours and between the respective Fleet HQs.”
“Of course.”
“Excellent” said Packer who was deliberately parodying the Commodore. She was doing so not because she didn’t like the Commodore but because she was determined that the Alliance should have an equal footing in the new arrangements. She was attempting to wrest back some of the initiative lost in their first encounter and she had had three days to plan for this.  
She continued. “The Council also feel that given the likelihood of imminent conflict and the need to shoulder its full share in the coming conflict that for those military and government organisations directly supporting the summits it should share in the command arrangements.”
This hit Pious like a thunderbolt and he was struggling for a moment as to how he should respond. Art could see his indecision and nudged him. Finally Pious responded “I’m afraid that this extends beyond my authority Madam Council Head. I will need to consult with Fleet HQ and the Council.”
“Of course Commodore. Let’s say three days, then?”
“Yes, that should be sufficient.”
“Excellent Commodore. I look forward to seeing you again then.” She gave him a warm smile.
And this was noted by the Commodore. He knew he had been bested in this latest round but he was coming to appreciate the qualities of the woman in front of him. It was not every day that Commodore Pious was outmanoeuvred. No! He was actually looking forward to their next meeting. Yes it was refreshing to have a worthy opponent.
Justine Packer too found the encounter pleasing, not least because she had regained some of the initiative but primarily because she delighted in the reaction from the Commodore. Yes it amused her. 
 



Chapter 20. Niku 1000, 17 May.
Three days later the same protagonists gathered again.
“Madam Council Head I have sought guidance from Federation Council and Fleet HQ regarding your government’s provisos. I am pleased to announce that the Federation is willing to comply with both but with some modifications.
Justine Packer duly nodded her head so he could continue and Pious did. “Regarding the issue of shared command arrangements, the Federation Fleet is prepared to accept a suitably qualified Alliance officer to be the XO on each of the three Federation frigates to be based at Klaster. Further, the Federation Council is prepared to accept a suitably qualified person to be the Deputy Mission Head on Klaster for the summit. Such arrangements are to be maintained until a more comprehensive settlement is reached.”
Packer considered in silence for a moment. She knew that the Federation Fleet would not accept an Alliance commander being appointed to control one of their ships. So she was prepared to concede on that point but she wanted a quid pro quo on the diplomatic front. “The Alliance Council accepts your commitment regarding the XOs. However, the Alliance Council insists that the diplomatic roles be reversed, ie the head of mission should go to the Alliance and the Deputy to the Federation.”
“Agreed” came back the Commodore as quick as a flash.
This took Packer by surprise. She had anticipated opposition but Pious and Art had discussed this earlier and deduced it would be their counter claim. They also agreed that if it came to a choice then it would be best to opt for the military capability.
“Oh good” she said at last after receiving a slight nudge from Jade Moon. 
Pious noted the effect and continued “Regarding the secure comms protocols, Lt Kiralenko has brought along the required communication equipment and will provide instruction on its use to your designated staff.”
Packer nodded again.
“But the Federation believes that this alone does not adequately address the need for, how shall we say, regular and frank exchange at an appropriate senior level. Hence we propose that until a more permanent integration is achieved regular consultations should be held here in Niku every three days.”
“Indeed Commodore” said an intrigued Packer “and what would you recommend is the appropriate level?”
“If I may be so bold I would like to suggest that a Fleet Commodore and Colony Council Head would be just ideal” and he lightly bowed his head and gave her a warm smile.
Packer noted the smile and the brightness of his eyes and responded “Yes I think that would be ideal.”
Jade Moon was both intrigued and somewhat amused at the look on Justine Packer’s face. Never in her day would she have thought it possible for the ice maiden of Niku to present such a soft demeanour. After observing Packer she turned to Art who gave a half shrug and a smile as if to say ‘who’d have thought’.
“Excellent” replied Pious and there were smiles all round.
 



Part 4 

Endeavour
 
 
Some toil to profit, some strive to impress
For some of us more is less
With proper motive and good intent
This endeavour bears fruit we won’t lament
Some be on guard, some be on edge
Others just sit content on the ledge
Detachment’s the key, easier said than done
But with a little grace the prize can be won



Chapter 1. Shangri La 1400, 20 May.
The combined officers of the 17th Flotilla were gathered in the large conference room at Shangri La. This included the officers from the newly arrived FFS Washington and FFS Sydney plus the three new Alliance XOs. The Commodore was in attendance but it was Warner’s show. Also there were Jade Moon, the new diplomatic head of mission and her deputy Art Simons. 
It was a packed room. There was almost no talk as the attendees filed in. The officers of the Washington and Sydney had yet to be informed of the rapprochement and impending summits. So they viewed the Alliance officers and representatives with a mixture of alarm and suspicion. The Alliance personnel could feel the heat but they looked either to the chair or with disengagement at the far wall. 
Warner sensed it too. He was expecting it. His order of business was to welcome the new officers from Washington and Sydney; introduce the Commodore, who would give a brief summary of the recent developments and announce the rapprochement; introduce Jade Moon as head of mission who would outline what was going to happen at each of the summits; introduce Rihan as the new Base Commander who would outline the intensive development activities underway; and then he would introduce the new XOs. It was the latter, which Warner knew had to be handled carefully and to which he expected the most opposition. In the end this was a Government directive and they would have to comply. But he knew this had the potential to divide his officers at a time when they needed to knit together given the imminent prospect of combat.
Warner was wearing his new badge of rank. It fitted him like a glove. When he stood and began his welcome all could see a confident commander. The new officers already knew of his exploits on Alpha Phi and they were glad to have a real warfighter leading them.
Pious kept his address short. He didn’t describe how things had unfolded but instead focussed on what the outcomes were, namely that the Federation was convinced that the Alliance had not attacked New Hammersley, that there was an as yet unknown foe out there, that the Federation and Alliance were prepared to draft a peace treaty and would join forces to defeat this common threat. He said that this would involve the holding of two summits, one secret in a few days and the other open which hopefully would draw out their foe. Before he introduced Jade Moon he concluded with these remarks.
“It behoves all of us to put aside recent animosities and to unite in common purpose. The power which was our enemy is now our friend. From this moment on there should be no ‘them and us’ just ‘we’. Union does not occur automatically; it requires commitment, discipline and vigilance to ensure that we are aligned as one in the common goal. Our foe has sought to divide and conquer us and they will if we let them. The Councils of the Federation and Alliance are determined that this shall not happen and you all must play your part. The future of humanity depends upon it.”
It was delivered in a strong serious manner and hit its mark for most of those attending. But there were some who had their doubts.
When Jade Moon took to the floor, there was deadly silence. She took a moment, after thanking the Commodore for his introduction, to scan the faces before her. Some were apprehensive, others a little shocked, a few doubters but on the whole most were just intrigued. Jade wasn’t daunted, not one bit. She relished the challenge. From past experience she was cynical but she had been undergoing something of a transformation these past weeks. She was now convinced of the need for union. There was no other way to avoid destruction. She had no beef against the Federation people as such. She was after all a professional.
“I won’t delude you or insult your intelligence with false words of praise. You can count on me to talk straight. There is a lot to be done in an extremely short space of time. There will be little time for pleasantries or to get to know each other before we have to make some momentous decisions and take some decisive actions together.”
“I extend the hand of cooperation today and pray that it will be in friendship soon. If I and my fellow Alliance colleagues fall short in any way I beg your understanding now. If we mistakenly offend, know that it is in the pursuit of a shared aim and forgive us now. We likewise will endeavour to show tolerance and accept any shortcomings on your part. Rest assured that we are committed to this mission as one with you.”
There was a moment’s silence and then the Commodore began clapping. Warner and Art followed suit and there was a ripple of clapping. It wasn’t enthusiastic or full of gusto but on the whole most appreciated the sentiments uttered. But there were a few doubters.
After Jade had finished her short outline of the summit schedule she handed over to Commander Rihan, the new Base Commander, who outlined the changes underway. She covered a number of immediate concerns like where the new crews would be quartered and messing arrangements. 
As she handed back to Warner she noted a slight apprehension on his brow. He stood and said “In the spirit of what has been said new command arrangements are to be brought in. The XO positions on each of the flotilla’s three frigates will be assigned to Alliance officers.” 
Warner deliberately paused and noted the reaction. He looked at Aubrey Bellard, who he knew had probably expected to be appointed as XO on the Hermes. Her disappointment was great but she held it together. She was every bit as professional as Jade Moon. She could accept this bitter pill. She saw Warner looking at her and knew he was looking for her reaction. She nodded acceptance.
Warner was grateful. He looked across to the Washington and Sydney officers. The rising animosity to this announcement was obvious but no one spoke. So Warner continued. “I realise this has come as a shock but so has the news that we face an unknown foe that must be met by a combined force. If we are to be a truly combined force then we must embrace this.”
“This arrangement will be a temporary one for the duration of the summits and any ensuing conflict that should arise. Permanent arrangements to integrate the commands will be formulated at the summit.”
“I will be discussing the details of the staffing arrangements with the captains of the Washington and Sydney. I appreciate that there will now be two surplus officers. They will be assigned to command the ground defences here on Klaster. Make no mistake no officer will go idle these coming weeks.”
“If the enemy accepts the bait we are laying then we all will be in for one hell of a fight. It will be a fight to the death. There will be more than enough action to go around and every officer will have to stand and be counted.”
 “Are there any questions on these arrangements before I outline the defence plan?”
One officer from the Sydney motioned to speak but the officer on his left pulled him down and so no one challenged or offered comment.
Warner was relieved. “Thank you for your understanding. Now we have a battle to prepare for.” The large central display was lowered so all could see. 
“The Alliance will position their Wasp Group at Alpha Phi, just one day’s jump away. The Federation will position the Enterprise Group to Centaur, which is three days away and the Arc Royal Group at Polaris which is a whole week away. We don’t dare move these Groups any closer for fear of showing our hand. We have to assume that this enemy has us under surveillance even though we cannot detect it.”
“Our flotilla will be based here on Klaster. We will offer point defence but we are under no delusion about our ability to withstand a major attack. Our role will be twofold. First, we must hold the ground here till the Wasp, Enterprise and Arc Royal Groups intervene. Second, we must find the staging location from where the enemy comes. It is imperative that we find out where the enemy is based so we can bring the fight to them.”
Warner looked around the room. He had their absolute attention now. That was good. “Now here’s how I see the battle unfolding…”
 



Chapter 2. Shangri La 1600, 20 May.
The briefing had gone well thought Warner, better than he expected. At the conclusion Warner asked the other two frigate commanders to stay behind. Rihan had left straight away. She had never been busier. Jade and Art along with Sue went to the adjacent conference room to discuss security arrangements for the summit delegates. The three Alliance XOs were asked to wait in the lounge area.
Seated with him were Commander Reina Suzuki of the Washington and Lt Commander Herb Debeck of the Sydney. Warner had only been introduced to them a couple of hours before. 
Reina was shorter than average and had to work hard to avoid putting on weight. Her black hair had a natural curl and she wore it swept back and pinned. She had a serious demeanour, very professional and business like but Dave suspected that she would show a softer side to her family and friends. He hoped that in time she would relax a little with him. 
Herb Debeck was more loquacious. He seemed keen to make a good impression. His easy manner was short of charming. It didn’t seem put on like others Dave had met. He was of average height and build with a shock of thick brown hair that he would struggle to control if it got too long.
Warner now had the difficult task of working out the staffing arrangements on board his flotilla. Most commanders are reluctant to break up a good working team and so Warner expected some difficulties. “We need to confirm the new staffing arrangements.” 
Reina nodded. 
Herb said “Yes Sir”. 
Warner continued “I will appoint the senior Alliance officer, Lieutenant Commander (LCmd) Ella Apell as XO of the Hermes. If you have no objections Commander Suzuki I would like to appoint 1st Lt Gennadi Petrik as your new XO.” 
“No Sir that will be fine. Do we have a file on these officers?”
“Yes we do. I’ll ensure you get it this afternoon.”
“Thank you Sir.”
“That leaves 1st Lt Tariq Murro to be assigned to you, Commander.”
“No worries Sir. We’ll make it work” said Herb.
“I’m glad to hear that” said Warner. He looked to Reina but she wasn’t giving anything away at this stage.
“Now we need to work out which officer from each of your ships is to be assigned to Klaster defence duties. The new batteries will be unloaded tomorrow. It would be desirable if one of these two was a battle systems officer.” Warner looked at each in turn. He could see that neither wanted to give up their battle systems officer. So he continued. “For the other I would like a comms officer.” Again both remained silent.
“Look, I realise that this is tough but we need to do this and we need to it now. I could just choose for you but I would prefer if you two work it out between you. I’ll be back in ten minutes.” Warner promptly left them to it. 
He wandered down to the lounge area and the three Alliance officers stood to attention. He told them to relax and they all sat down. He outlined their assignments and then said “Look, things are going to be difficult as we make these adjustments. For it to work I trust I can count on your cooperation and forbearance?”
Ella Apell responded “Sir, we’re here because we volunteered. We appreciate that we are going to be making waves amongst the crews. But we are here to defeat the enemy. You can rely on us.” She turned to her colleagues and they both agreed saying “Yes Sir”.
“Good. Please wait here a little longer.” He rose and returned to the conference room. As he entered he saw his subordinate commanders sitting there like two kids who had to give up their favourite toy. Neither looked happy.
“Well?” said Warner.
Reina was the first to regain composure. “Sir I will offer up my Battle Systems Officer (BSO), 2nd Lt Omar Hussain. He’s very good Sir.”
“He’s going to have to be” said Warner and Reina nodded.
“And I will provide my Comms Officer, 2nd Lt Julie Bennet.”
“Thank you both. I know you have a difficult job ahead of you announcing these changes and incorporating these new XOs. But you must set the example here. Don’t encourage any griping and stamp down hard on any member of your crew who is going to undermine the smooth working of your ship. We don’t have much time and I need your ships fully functional by this time tomorrow.”
“Reina, may I call you that?”
“Yes Sir.”
“Reina you will transport the Commodore to Niku tomorrow. Wait around while he conducts talks with the Niku Council Head, Justine Packer. You will have to supply one of your officers to act as his escort. Once he’s concluded, get back here pronto. Use this opportunity to test out your new XO and crew arrangements. I would like you to report to me on your return. Any questions?”
“No Sir I’m good.”
“Herb...”
“Yes Sir.”
“I want you to transport a new radar to Alpha Phi. I understand they’re in need of one” and Warner gave a wry smile.
“Yeh I heard that too” responded Herb with a smile.
“Do the same as Reina. Work your crew during the trip, see how the XO and crew perform and report back on return. You only have two days to setup the radar station. So you’re going to have to cut some corners. See Jade Moon, the Head of Mission, for your contact on Alpha Phi.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Do either of you have any questions or comments?”
“Sir, speaking for myself” said Reina, “it’s an honour to be here. You have a fine ship in the Washington. We won’t let you down.”
“Same here Sir” chipped in Herb.
“Excellent” said Warner and then he realised he was starting to sound like the Commodore. He shook his head and said “I have got to stop doing that”.
“Sir?” said Herb
“Nothing. Make sure you collect your respective XOs from the lounge. If there is anything you need by way of provisioning see the Base Commander. Welcome to the Flotilla.”
“Thank you Sir” and they headed out.
When Warner made his way to the lounge area only his new XO remained. Warner observed Ella Apell from down the corridor. Her straw blond hair was pulled back and pinned in a French bun. Her ice blue eyes were reading something. She turned her head as he approached and he could see that she was very attractive. He reminded himself that he was a soon to be married man and resolved to conduct things in a very professional manner, friendly but business like.
“Sorry to keep you waiting Commander” he said as he entered the area. 
She stood and came to attention “Sir.”
“Let’s sit for a minute” and they did. “May I call you by your first name?”
“Please do” she said relaxing a little and with a bit of a smile. 
Ella had been briefed before she departed from Beta Phi. She knew a fair bit about Warner and the weight of expectation on her and her colleagues. On the one hand she was instructed to cooperate fully in the common endeavour but she was expected to always remember that her prime allegiances were to the Alliance. While the Alliance hoped that a permanent treaty could be reached, they must be awake to the possibility that it may not happen. That would place her and her colleagues in a tight spot. So she had to keep her ears and eyes open and her wits about her.
Warner too had been briefed by Art on what the Alliance would be expecting from their personnel. So it was a case of both sides trusting each other fully but not so fully. He didn’t want to think about the possibility of the rapprochement falling through. He knew that it had to succeed and he was determined to do his best to ensure it did. So he decided there and then, as he looked at his new XO, that honesty was the best policy from the word go.
“I appreciated your comments earlier concerning your support for this mission. I also know that your Government would have advised you, like mine has me, to always remember where your true allegiances lie.”
Ella jerked back a little. Warner noticed.
“I don’t think that’s good enough” he continued and Ella started to look worried. “Relax” he said. “That is why I’m going to give you this undertaking. I will not keep anything from you regarding the state of play. I will trust you as I would a Federation officer.”
Ella relaxed and replied “Thank you Sir for your trust.” She was unsure at this point whether she could reciprocate. But then she realised that there really was no other way for this to work. “I will do the same.”
“Excellent” said Warner and to himself ‘Oh no, not again.’ As Warner was mentally chastising himself for sounding like Pious, Ella was studying his face. When he realised it had gone quiet he noticed Ella looking at him. He smiled back and said “We have a lot of work to do. I need to introduce you to the ships’ officers and you need to study the Hermes’ procedures and get up to speed. Tomorrow afternoon we will take the Hermes on a training run.”
“Looking forward to it Sir.”
He checked himself from saying ‘Excellent’ again and instead said “Come on!”
 



Chapter 3. Shangri La 2300, 20 May.
Warner was dog tired. It had been a very full day. He left Ella on board the Hermes.  Aubrey had undertaken to show her the ropes. When he got back to Shangri La there was no Rihan to confide in. He missed that. He showered and waited for a while but then started nodding off so he went to bed and was fast asleep in five minutes.
Rihan didn’t get in for another half hour. She was exhausted. There was so much to do and it seemed there was no one else on this rock who could make a decision.  Warner’s friendly face wasn’t there to welcome her. She poked her head into the bedroom and heard his snoring. ‘Poor darling’ she whispered to herself. She had a quick shower and crawled under the covers. She gave him a nudge and he rolled from his back onto his side and she snuggled into his back. A minute later he started snoring again but she never knew that as she was snoring even louder than her husband to be.
 



Chapter 4. Shangri La 0600, 21 May.
The alarm went off at 0600, its penetrating noise finally cracking open Warner’s subconscious. His hand emerged from under the cover, searching for the annoying thing. There, it’s down for the count thought Warner. He opened his eyes as best he could and noted the time. Then it dawned on him that he had less than an hour to meditate, have breakfast and get back to the ship. 
He felt over behind him and found the smooth curvaceous form of his wife to be. He wanted a hug. So he turned over to embrace her. But she simply rolled over and faced the other way. Great he thought. He gave her a pat on her backside and whispered into her ear “Wakey, wakey!” She just groaned. He gave her a prod but didn’t get any better reaction. Finally he said out loud “Come on Rihan. We gotta go!”
Warner jumped up and went to the bathroom. When he came back Rihan was still under the covers. He looked at her head with its auburn curls poking through the top of the cover. He went over, sat on the side of the bed and kissed her cheek. In a gentle voice he said “Come on. You don’t have much time.”
“It’s not fair.” She grumbled and she wrapped her arms around him. He got to his feet, her arms still around him, and dragged her upright. He wished he had more time to indulge in her beauty. But he was resolved to meditate. He turned her towards the bathroom and gave her a little push. She stumbled forward out of the room. 
Thirty minutes later they met in the kitchen. “How did it go yesterday” asked Rihan. 
Warner thought before responding. “Well, and yourself?”
“I never thought Commanders worked hard until now” she joked.
“Riiight!”
“By the way, I need your warthogs to help unloading the base force.”
“I’ll need one for each ship, so you can have three.”
“OK.” She noticed the time and said “We have to get going.” She threw her eating utensils into the sink and tore out to the bathroom to clean her teeth.
Warner hadn’t even had breakfast. So he stuffed a weetbix in his mouth, washed it down with the remains of the reconstituted juice, noted that that was not a good taste combination, and then about turned and headed to clean his teeth.
Five minutes later they piled into the buggy and were on their way. As Rihan drove, Warner wondered if they were ever going to get any time to enjoy each other before the summit. He looked up and saw the light of the shuttles that were heading back and forth from the base force up above. What was he thinking? Fat chance.
Rihan dropped Warner off at the spaceport and headed over to the main facility. When she parked the buggy and got out she was beset by one person after another. ‘Welcome to your day Base, Commander’ she thought. But she was resolved and marched forward, asking questions and issuing instructions as she did.



Chapter 5. Klaster 0800, 21 May.
Sue and Art were waiting for her in her office. They too were up early. With Jade Moon now the Head of Mission, Art was focusing more on the administration and support arrangements for the summit. As Rihan entered she saw that they both looked well and happy. She was very pleased for them both. “You both look well” she said.
Art let Sue respond “Never better!” and she gave Rihan a knowing smile. Rihan turned to Art who had a big grin on his face and nodded that he too was never better. Rihan smiled too.
“Right, down to business” Rihan said. “With the summit only days away we need to finalise a security plan for the summit and tie that into a defence plan for the base. I think we have to assume that the enemy will hit us with a significant fleet, enough to overwhelm our flotilla. I will liaise with Dave later this morning and coordinate with him a response and contingency plan. But I don’t see the flotilla standing and fighting here. They will provide immediate cover to enable support vessels to jump away but then they too will jump away and thereafter conduct harassment raids to keep the enemy off balance while we bring up the big guns.”
Art and Sue could see that Rihan was in full swing and so just nodded.
“Once the flotilla departs, the enemy will turn its attention to the base defences. We now have one heavy and three light batteries deployed. That will double over the coming days. They will buy us time. How much I don’t know. It all depends on the size and capabilities of the enemy fleet. I think we have to plan for the fact that they will be eventually destroyed before the arrival of the Wasp Group. This will then enable the enemy to bombard and destroy everything here above ground.”
Sue was surprised by this. “Everything?”     
“Everything” confirmed Rihan. Sue looked grave. To Art, Rihan’s logic made sense, so he just took it in. Rihan continued “But we’re fortunate in that we can utilise the underground mines for protection. Fixar are not going to be happy about that either but I’ll deal with that. I want us to take a look at the Pulton 1 mine complex, the one closest to this facility, and work up a logistics plan to relocate all quarters and as much of the facilities as we can plus develop a defence plan to protect it from ground assault.”
Sue was amazed at the scope of what Rihan was suggesting. “We won’t have enough time to do all that with the personnel we have here now.”
“Fleet are stepping up the shuttles from Polaris. They will now be arriving daily. Later today we’ll receive a heavy lift column and logistics troop to help with the relocation. Tomorrow we will start receiving ground reinforcements. In three days we will have a whole Marine company, A Company (Coy), 3rd Battalion (Bn), replete with a platoon (Pl) of battlewagons. They won’t be enough to stop a full scale enemy assault but hopefully they will buy enough time.”
That helped a bit but Sue was obviously concerned. Art stepped in “Shall we go take a look?”
“Yeh let’s go. I need to tee up our trip with Fixar first. I’ll meet the two of you back at my buggy in ten minutes.”



Chapter 6. Pulton 1 0900, 21 May.
Thirty minutes later they arrived at the entrance of Pulton 1. It was built into the side of a mountain that was part of the ridge west of the space port. An artificial tunnel jutted out and they drove into it. They went through a series of air locks. After the third one they entered the main mine dock. It was a large area with a raised dock at the end, on which stood a technician without a suit. So they could obviously breathe here unaided. 
He hopped in the back of the buggy and told them to drive through the inner dock doors. They passed through another tunnel and into the entrance area. On the left was a parking bay for light vehicles. He directed them to park their buggy there and led them to an elevator. It was substantial elevator in its own right but next to it was one that could obviously take a heavy vehicle. They went down a long way to what was described on the panel as Level 1. Rihan engaged in small talk with the technician deflecting his questions about why they were there.
It must have taken a good five minutes to descend to Level 1. Art asked the technician “How far down are we?” 
“About three kilometres”
“Really?”
“Yes, the reduced gravity here allows us to go down a long way.”
Art nodded.
They made their way along a wide corridor. It was big enough to take large transport vehicles. About a hundred metres along, they came to a huge set of blast doors. The technician called through and the doors began opening. Sue was looking at the thickness and composition of the doors. “Pretty solid looking?” she queried.
“Sure. Designed to contain an explosion down here.”
But Sue was more concerned with an explosion from up above, a nuclear explosion.
The technician led them through. The huge tunnel extended a long way ahead but they turned into a doorway on the left. They were greeted by the mine chief, Max Milo. He was big solid chap. While he was management these days, Art could see by the muscles in his forearm that he had done his fair share of manual work. He had an easy going demeanour and smile lines around his eyes.
He’d been instructed to cooperate. “Welcome commander to Pulton 1. Whatever you want I’ve been told to give you. How can we help?”
“Thank you. Your cooperation is appreciated. How much have you been told?”
“Not much really. Just that you want to relocate some stuff from up above.”
“Max, we want to establish living quarters down here for up to 500 people and relocate as much of the facilities that are on the surface.”
Max was surprised at the magnitude of the undertaking but he could see that this young Commander was deadly serious. “We’re going to be attacked aren’t we?”
“I won’t lie to you. Yes we think we will come under attack in a matter of a few weeks if not days.”
“Oh shit!” said the chief. “What about our mining staff?”
“They will all have to relocate. I understand you have just under a 100 personnel?”
“Ninety six.”
Rihan nodded. “So where do we put everybody?”
Max took them to another room and fired up the big central display that showed a 3D representation of the mine. His three visitors stared in awe at the scale of the complex. From the map they could see it actually extended under the main facility and Shangri La.
“I think it best that they are housed on Level 1. It has the best environment. Once you go down further, you’ll need suits.”
Rihan pointed to that part under the main facility and asked “Is there access from the main facility?”
“Well there used to be. It should still work but we haven’t used it for over a decade. I can have some of my people investigate and see if it can be reconditioned. If I recall rightly the elevator there has only a limited capacity. It would be good enough for personnel and light vehicles but not the heavies. That’s why we no longer use it.”
“If you could get that operating that would help greatly.”
“I’ll get onto that right away, if you like.”
“Please do. We’ll wait.”
Max called one of his subordinates and gave him instructions. Then he turned to Rihan and said “Right I would recommend we convert these workshops here first…”
After an hour’s discussion they had a draft layout. Rihan knew that she had to get back to the base. “Art, Sue, can I leave you two to liaise with Max and work up a defence plan for the mine entrances.”
“Sure” said Art and Sue nodded concurrence.
“Don’t worry Commander I can arrange to give them a lift back” said Max.
“Thank you Max. It’s going to get frantic here over the coming days. I apologise for disrupting your operations.”
“Don’t worry about that. Looks like you have a lot on your plate.”
Rihan smiled and made her way out.
 



Chapter 7. Klaster 1105, 21 May.
Warner was waiting in Rihan’s office when she arrived five minutes late for their meeting. A million and one things were still going through her mind. She had seconded a young 2nd Lt as her aide and was instructing him about fleshing out the redeployment plan as she came through the door. She looked tired already.
She closed the door behind her and they kissed lightly.
“Tough morning?” queried Warner.
“Full” responded Rihan. “Just came back from Pulton 1.”
“What’s that?”
“It’s the mine complex we’re sitting on. It’s huge and I’ve left Art and Sue over there to work up a defence plan. I think it will serve as a safe haven for everyone, provided we have enough time to relocate. Good news is there’s an access here in the facility they are trying to get back into service. That will help immensely.” Rihan’s focus then went on to how many vehicles they would need to shift the medical facility.
Dave could see that she was elsewhere. He waved his hand in front of her face to get her attention. Rihan noticed. “Sorry darling. What are we doing again?”
“Contingency planning” reminded Warner.
“Oh yeh.”
“Have you had a coffee yet this morning?”
“No”
“Come on, let’s duck into the mess and grab one. You look like you need it.”
“That bad, hey?”
Warner nodded with a sad expression on his face. Rihan hit him on the shoulder. “You’re supposed to be giving me compliments.”
“I will when I can” teased Warner.
“Meanie” and she hit him again as they stood up. He took her face between his hands and kissed her on the forehead. She just lingered there for a moment. But then she looked to Dave. “Come on. Coffee calls.”
They sat down with their drinks in the officers mess, which had a lot more space than the one on the Hermes. So they were able to get a small table to themselves. There were a few others about but the lunchtime crowd had yet to descend.
“How’d you go this morning?” asked Rihan.
“Pretty good” said Warner. “Both ships looked well run. I didn’t see any obvious issues. But it was pretty busy on both of them. They’re replenishing before departing later today. The new XOs seem keen and the mood is pretty good on both ships.”
“The fact that they have real missions to undertake straightaway probably helps.”
“Yes it does. Which reminds me, would you be amenable to stockpiling some stores on Alpha Phi?”
“Why, we don’t really have any spare transport capacity.”
“I think it best if we go back to your office.”
Rihan nodded and they left. When they were back in the privacy of her office Warner said “The reason why I want to stockpile on Alpha Phi is that I reckon we’ll have to withdraw to there if the enemy come in force.”
“Yeh I was thinking that too.” She then explained to Warner what she had outlined to Art and Sue earlier.
“Great minds think alike” said Warner and gave her a warm smile. “There’s one other thing I want to do. We need to be able to work out where the enemy is coming from and we also want to get as much early warning as we can. To do the former we need to triangulate their inbound trajectories. Normally we can do that with three different ships, provided they are some distance apart. But if they arrive unannounced we’ll probably have other more pressing business to attend to just surviving and protecting the base force.”
“So I’m thinking of setting up a sensor array at three separate locations within the belt. They can also assist in covering some of the blind spots that the enemy could jump out into.”
“You’re not just a pretty face” teased Rihan.
“Which is as well” responded Warner.
“When are you proposing to do this?”
“I’m going to take the Hermes out later today and we can deploy them then as part of the training run. I’ll get my new XO to manage it and see how she handles.”
“Yes” said Rihan with a knowing tone “I saw your new XO. I trust you’ll treat her more professionally than your last.”
Warner laughed. He loved that look and he loved winding her up to get it. “She is a bit of a stunner. I’ve always been partial for that blond Swedish look.”
Rihan gave him a disapproving look. She knew he was goading her but she couldn’t help herself. “Dave, you’re spoken for and if I find you handling any other merchandise you’ll be history. Got it, Mister?”
Warner decided to ease off. He leaned over and ran his fingers through her hair. “I got it. This is the only merchandise I’ll be handling.” She looked intensely into his eyes. They kissed. When they parted she was beaming. He loved that look too.
“I see you’ve got yourself a new aide. He looks pretty buff” said Warner winding her up again.
“He’s just a boy. You don’t need to worry there. I want a real man” and she stole another kiss.
With his ego being flattered and kisses planted on him Dave Warner was a contented man. But Rihan burst that bubble pretty quickly. “Come on. You gotta go. I have work to do. Oh, what time are you getting in?”
“Even if we setup only one of the arrays we probably won’t get back till late. What about you?”
“Same!” and she gave a disappointed shrug of her shoulders.
He blew her a kiss and left.
 



Chapter 8. Klaster Belt 1500, 21 May.
Ella Apell had the watch and Warner was watching her control the ship as they approached Klaster 203, one of the larger asteroids on the fringe of the belt. It was only a fraction of the size of Klaster but it had a small gravity well. Warner had chosen it for that reason, because it was so far out and because it was large enough for a frigate to decloak undetected.
Ella gave instructions for the pilot to manoeuvre the ship to the far side. This was a tricky manoeuvre for the pilot, given the proximity of rocks in this sector. Normally space ships avoided high density belts like this but Warner wanted to see how Ella handled the instructions.
Ella was all focus. She knew that everyone on board was sizing her up and down right now, not just the Captain, which was nerve-wracking enough. She was looking at the central display with its 3D map of the belt. She had turned on the avoidance overlay, which placed a 3D buffer zone around each object. Superimposed over this was the ship and its intended path. She had to ensure that this didn’t get too close. 
She was managing it well thought Warner. She didn’t ride the pilot. So she wasn’t a control freak like some. They didn’t last. She only queried him once as she saw the trajectory path go very close to one of the object’s buffer zones. The pilot was concentrating hard. Ella didn’t raise her voice or quicken the tempo. There was no hint of rebuke yet she conveyed that she was calling the shots. Warner liked that. 
Ella gave instructions for the pilot to hold 30kms out and ordered the tech team in the warthog to launch and deploy the array, which they did. One hour later they were on their way back after the initial run up and test proved positive.
She handled all this with a steady and focussed manner. Warner noticed that most in the command centre were no longer watching her. That was a good sign. Her voice was now all they were listening for and this is how it should be.
After manoeuvring out of the thickest part of the belt they ran another test with the sensor. 
“Interference on sensor channel 1” reported Ivan Kiralenko, who was supervising the sensor deployment and management. “Switching to channel 2”.
Ella came over to Kiralenko’s terminal and stood a little way off so as not to intimidate or get in his way. From there she could see his display with the various sensor spectrums. It was clear that they were getting significant interference across the board. Kiralenko was switching to the third channel. She let him proceed.
“Interference on all sensor channels” Ivan reported. “Running diagnostics. Running interference scanners.” A few seconds later he announced “Bingo. We have an external interference. It’s coming from the near side of Klaster 203.”
This had everyone’s attention now, especially Warner’s. It could just be some conglomerate of metals or radioactive substance that was doing the interference but Warner was alert to another more sinister possibility. He was about to take over, but thought better of it. He looked to Ella, who was looking to him. He simply sat back in his chair and nodded to her.
 She appreciated the vote of confidence. “Pilot turn around and vector to within 30kms of the near side of K203. Tech team to Dock. Whisky 1 prepare for launch and deployment to nearside K203. Mr Kiralenko would you like to take a closer look?”
Ivan looked up to her and smiled. “I’m on my way” he said. 
That was a nice touch thought Warner. She had won over Ivan already.
“Oh and Mr Kiralenko do not disturb or disrupt anything that you find down there.”
“Understood.”
And that showed she was awake to the same possibility. Very good thought Warner.
Twenty minutes later, Kiralenko was directing his suit camera at the source of the interference. It definitely was not natural. Something had made it. Not human, nor Gelk but some other intelligent life form. “Are you getting these?” asked Ivan.
“Roger that” said Ella. “How close are you?”
“About a hundred metres. I thought it best not to go any closer till we know if it can detect us. I’ve got one of the team to start a little experiment.”
“What do you have in mind?” asked Ella.
“It’s very sophisticated. We start throwing rocks towards it and see if the wavelengths change on its emissions.”
“Yes, state of the art I see” quipped Ella.
“Here goes” said Ivan. “No change at 80….Not sure if that’s 60m but pretty close. Anyway no change either. We’re going to move closer.”
“Roger.”
“Alright conducting state of the art test three at 40m….No change….and at 20m….No change. Moving in.”
“Be careful Kiralenko. Check for mines.”
“Roger. Checking. Looks clean. Moving to 20m.”
“Testing for 10….No change. Moving to 10.”
“Can you zoom in from there?” asked Ella. “It’s certainly different from our stuff. What do you make of that dome on top?”
“Probably some form of radar or it could be a spectrum analyser. We’d need to pull it apart to find out or have one of their salesmen give a presentation” quipped Ivan. 
“No calling cards there?” joined in Ella.
“’Fraid not. But I’d like to run some scans from here. Don’t worry they won’t interfere or disturb the device.”
“OK, go ahead.”
Warner came over to Ella and quietly said to her “Well done XO. Get the team back here within the hour. We need to relay what we’ve found here to Fleet HQ asap.”
 



Chapter 9. Shangri La 2100, 21 May.
Warner and Rihan climbed the stairs to their suite. They were both tired. They had eaten separately, Warner on board the Hermes and Rihan at her desk. “Spa?” said Rihan.
“Sounds great” said Warner. 
Ten minutes later they were lying in the spa, the jets pummelling their limbs and the bubbles frothing over their bodies. Rihan was massaging Warner’s foot. He was loving it. “Oh I almost forgot. We found an alien sensor this afternoon.”
“You what?” said Rihan. “Now you tell me?”
“Hey, don’t stop!” 
Rihan continued her massaging. “Where? What did it look like? Do you reckon it’s been there long? Did you bring it back? Oh, no you wouldn’t do that. So what did you do?”
Warner just pretended he was asleep. Finally, Rihan leaned forward and started rubbing his thigh toward his groin. That got his attention. “OK, OK. We went out to K203 and set up our sensor array. On the way back when we tested it we got interference. It was traced back to the near side and Ivan and the tech team went down and discovered this alien device. Nothing like we would make and not Gelk tech either.”
“So we have to assume that they know about our build up here?”
“Yeh, I’d say so. It’s a bit hard to miss a base force in orbit.”
“So they could decide that the gig is up and come sooner than any announced summit?”
“Yes that’s a distinct possibility. I was thinking about this on the way back this evening. If they are based say two weeks away, then they could be here in two weeks, a whole week before the second summit and when we were originally planning to be ready.”
“But they may be even closer. We didn’t detect any ship setting up that sensor of theirs. They must have a much better cloaking tech than we have. If so, they could be a lot closer than we think.”
“Maybe, but I doubt they could mask a warp jump by a large force and we know that we can detect these out to two weeks jump distance.”
“But what if they also can warp faster? Then they could be further away beyond our detectors, jump in fast and by the time we pick them up and guestimate their arrival they’re here.”
“Hmmm” wondered Warner. “You’re right. Shit. If they can warp twice as fast as we can then they could be here in less than a week. My God! We’ll be on our own then for….far too long.” Warner started to get out of the spa but Rihan held onto his foot.
“Where do you think you’re going?”
“I have to get a signal to the Commodore in Niku fast. He needs to hurry the Alliance on with the Wasp Group and then a signal to Fleet to have them start deploying the Enterprise and Arc Royal Groups.”
But Rihan held on. She stuck her foot into his lap. “My turn I believe. I think it can wait ten minutes.”
Warner looked at her but could see she wasn’t going to budge. He slumped back and grabbed her foot. Then he bit her big toe lightly, dropped her foot, crawled over on top of her and whispered into her ear “We’d better be quick then!”
An hour later Pious was not a happy-chappie when Reina knocked on his cabin aboard the Washington. He had left specific instructions not to be disturbed, so this had better be important. Reina Suzuki though was not going to disappoint her new Captain. She persuaded Pious to read the message. It explained the situation, Warner’s assessment of likely enemy intentions and the need for the Wasp Group to move up fast. After a minute’s thought, Pious responded “Please signal Captain Warner that I will raise the matter with Packer tomorrow. Oh, and Commander, I expect to finish tomorrow earlier than planned. Make sure you are ready to return to Klaster as soon as I am back on board.”
“Certainly Sir.” Reina noted the concern on the Commodore’s face. They were heading back to danger.
Shortly afterwards Herb Debeck was receiving instructions from Warner to leave the setup of the new radar on Alpha Phi to the Alliance personnel and return pronto. Warner hadn’t given any explanation but he sensed it was serious. The atmosphere overall was getting more deadly. Danger was imminent and Herb knew it. He could feel it in his bones.
In a day’s time Warner knew that Admiral Phil Yomoto would be reading his signal. If the Fleet Board concurred, then he too would be cutting short arrangements across the Fleet. Commanders of dozens of ships from numerous planets would be getting new orders, leave would be cancelled, maintenance deferred, provisions taken on and ships readied for battle and all would know that something big was underway.
Warner crawled into bed, careful not to disturb his sleeping partner. He rolled onto his back, looked out into the window on the universe and asked his Guru for the courage he would soon need, the clarity of mind he needed now and the flow of grace that had yet to stop.
 
 



Chapter 10. Shangri La 0700, 22 May.
Warner had risen early and had already meditated. There was so much to do and he knew exactly what. He smiled across the kitchen table at Rihan. 
She was still yawning in her robe. “How do you do that?” she asked.
“What?”
“Look so….alert. It’s indecent you know.”
“Ah you’re just jealous. You should try meditating, seriously.”
“I’d give it a go if I didn’t have to lose half an hour’s sleep.”
“Half an hour’s meditation is worth an hour’s sleep.”
“Sure. I just reckon you’re one of those hyperactive types.”
“Well only in the spa” and he gave her a cheeky smile.
“How’d you go last night? What did the Commodore say?”
“He’ll be asking for the Wasp deployment to be sped up and getting back here pronto. Same with the Sydney. As soon as they get back I’ll start deploying CAP (Combat Air Patrol with one frigate aloft all the time. Won’t know for sure about Fleet HQ for another two days.”
“I’d better light a fire under the deployments of those batteries. I’m going to deploy half along the ridge near the Pulton 1 main entrance and the other half around the facility.”
“Good idea. Just make sure that Hussain ties their arcs in for mutual support.”
“Shit. He’s going to be pretty exposed up top. Isn’t he?”
“Yeh, but there’s nothing for it in the short term. It’ll take some effort to setup a remote command centre for them down in the mine complex, although you might be able to piggy back on the mine systems.”
“Another good idea. You’re really full of them this morning. Aren’t you?” and she gave him a peck on the cheek. “I’ve got to get ready.”
While he waited for Rihan he hailed “Ella?”
“Yes Sir. Good morning.”
“Yes it is. But it’s going to be a busy one. Get the Hermes ready for launch in one hour. Ask Ivan to make ready two more sensor arrays. We’ll be deploying them today and doing a sweep of the belt for other enemy sensors.”
“Roger that.”
“I’ll be there in 30 minutes.”
 



Chapter 11. Hermes 1600, 22 May.
They had deployed the other two sensors and were on their way back to K203. Warner wanted to check on the one they setup yesterday and to take a look at the alien sensor. Parinya dropped Warner, Kiralenko and one of his tech team onto the asteroid. They approached the alien sensor system.
“It’s over there Sir” said Ivan.
“It’s pretty small isn’t it?”
“Compared to ours it is.”
On board the Hermes Sgt Crystal Wong’s attention was grabbed by the warped in detector alarm on her terminal. “Inbound warp detected. Range 3,000 Bearing 242 by 36. Not friendly, repeat not friendly.”
It was the latter which paralysed everyone in the command centre.
“What is it?” cried out Ella.
“Unknown type. Small ship. Active radar sweep detected.”
“Assume hostile” called out Ella. “Whisky 1. Assumed hostile detected 3,000 km away. Advise Sunray we are engaging.”
“Runners 1, 2 and 3 launched from bogey 1.”
“Missiles engage runners 1,2 and 3, Default 2 for 1. Main batteries 1 and 2 engage bogey 1. Missiles engage bogey 1.”
The main batteries started firing almost immediately. Then came “missiles away.”
In the meantime Parinya hailed Warner and relayed the message. Warner knew that his team down on the deck was vulnerable, but had probably not been detected. His options were to stay put and wait out the encounter or to bug out now. Bugging out now would probably mean detection and at this short range that probably meant death. So he opted to stay put.
“Whisky 1 go active cloak and stay put. Do not engage” ordered Warner.
“Affirmative.”
Warner now had to sit tight and pray his new XO could deal with the enemy. To Ivan, Warner said “Looks like your sophisticated avoidance measures yesterday didn’t pay off.”
“No, looks that way. Maybe they had some smarts that delayed the warning transmission or they have some completely new way of communicating. If it’s the former, then this ship could not have been that far away. The message has got back to them and they have got here in just over 25 hours. Normal comms to our closest planet, Alpha Phi, are going to take a few hours.”
“Yes you’re right.” Warner was trying to juggle the factors in his mind while at the same time worrying about the battle raging above.
“Bogey 1 powering up for warp” reported Crystal from her terminal in the command centre.
Ella knew they would have less than a minute to stop them.
“Runners 4 to 7 from bogey 1, targeting our missiles 7 and 8” chimed in Crystal. Runners 1, 2 and 3 destroyed.”
Ella was praying that her missiles 7 and 8 could strike before the bogey warped. It should only be a matter of seconds.
“Missile 7 destroyed. 8’s a hit” cried out Crystal. 
“Yes!” stamped Ella.
“Bogey’s warped away.”
“Damm” said Ella. But she was pleased to have stung them nonetheless. “Well done Sgt Wong. Well done everyone. Whisky 1 patch through to Sunray?”
“This is Sunray.”
“Sir we scored one missile hit against what we think was an enemy scouting corvette. It warped away and we are unharmed.”
A relieved Warner replied “Very good. I think it’s time we pulled in this enemy sensor. We’ll RTB as soon as that’s done.”
“Roger Sir.”
An hour later Warner walked into the command centre of the Hermes. All there looked pleased. That was a good sign. Ella briefed him on the engagement. He asked for a full analysis of the data they had received on the enemy ship. That was being prepared. 
“Did we detect any communications from the enemy ship? “ asked Warner.
“Yes Sir, a brief transmission, undecipherable.”
“Any reports from our sensors about the likely location the enemy warped from and to?”
“Yes. But it doesn’t make any sense. It looks like both the ‘to’ and ‘from’ warp vectors run through the Dordallous cloud.”
“Just because we may think it suicide to attempt such a warp doesn’t mean it’s impossible for them.”
“No Sir.”
“If we assume they can and project that vector what systems or objects lie along it?”
“Well, that’s it. There isn’t anything within a day’s warp.” As Ella looked across to Warner from the display, the penny dropped. “Oh you think they can warp faster?”
Warner smiled back. “Don’t you?”
She nodded and projected the vector further. They both stared at the central display with the vector line reaching back to an asteroid belt about three days warp away. 
“Shit” said Warner. “If we allow for standard comms duration, that means they can warp at least three to four times as fast.”
The significance of that fact was not lost on anyone there. An enemy with that advantage could easily gain the initiative in any campaign. But ideas were forming in Warner’s mind.
He turned to his ops officer. “Chase, come up with some options for getting to this location from Klaster.”
“Sure Sir, but I can tell you straight up that whatever route we opt for it will take us at least a week to route around that cloud.”
“Understood.”
“Ella hand over to Ms Bellard and join Chase and myself in the conference room in twenty minutes.”
Twenty minutes later Chase and Ella were in the conference room. Chase had arrived with a few options but really only one he would recommend. Warner entered. “It’s imperative that we find out more intel on the enemy. How many and what type of ships they have. This was obviously a scout to check up on their sensor. The fact that we hit and hurt means they now know we are onto them. They will probably come back in greater force tomorrow. We need to be ready for that. But I also want to wrest some initiative by paying a visit to this location of theirs. It’s probably just a staging point or RV. But we need to follow up asap.”
“How strong a force do you want to commit to this Sir” asked Chase.
“Just one frigate. I’d like to send two but that will leave us too vulnerable here and our primary mission is the defence of Klaster.”
“We can be ready to go later tonight, Sir, after we replenish” said Ella.
“No. The Sydney should already be back on Klaster.” Warner paused and was in deep thought.
Ella noted this. “Are you wondering if they will be up to the task Sir?”
Warner nodded. He knew that this would be a very dangerous mission and it needed to be handled just right. He really hadn’t had enough time to assess Herb Debeck.
“For what it’s worth Sir, you don’t have much choice. As you say, it’s not our primary mission and that requires you and the Hermes to remain here. The Washington won’t get back till early tomorrow.”
“Good point Chase. OK …”
“But Sir” interjected Chase “should we really be dividing our force at this stage? They could have a god dammed invasion fleet only one day’s jump away.”
“Yes, they could but I doubt it. If their strategy was to wait till the Federation and Alliance wore themselves down in conflict then it would have been too early for them to commit such a force. And they couldn’t just leave a large force hanging around without a logistics base to support it. How long ago was it that we swept that area?”
“About six months ago Sir.”
“OK there is a chance they could have setup a staging base in that belt but I doubt that it would be sufficiently developed to support a large fleet. Most likely it could support a small flotilla of frigates or scout ships. What do you think Ella?”
“I agree with you Sir. But we are only speculating. We need some hard facts and we need that asap. I think that if they do have a small base there then we can expect a visit tomorrow from a few light ships. However sir I would recommend we hold off sending out a recon until the day after. That way we will be able to field our maximum force tomorrow.”
Warner was impressed with Ella’s logic. “Agreed. Chase?”
“Yes me too and I’d recommend Sir that we maintain a CAP over Klaster from now on.”
“Yes good idea. OK signal the Sydney with instructions to replenish and provide CAP over Klaster. Signal the Washington and instruct them to replenish and be ready for combat ops by 1100 tomorrow. Relay those through Klaster Control so they get them on arrival.”
 “Will do Sir.”
“Ella, get us back to Klaster asap, replenish immediately. Be prepared to relaunch within 30 minutes’ notice as from 0600.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Have we covered everything?”
“What about advising Fleet?” suggested Chase.
“And Alliance HQ too Sir” added Ella.
“What is this, a tag team?” and he gave them both a warm smile and they responded in kind.
“OK Chase, see to it. And make sure you forward the data analysis of the enemy ship as soon as it is completed.”
“Good work both of you.”
Ella walked out of the conference room with a little extra spring in her step and a smile on her face. 



Chapter 12. Klaster 2000, 22 May.
Warner met Rihan in the officers mess. Dinner had finished but both were tucking into some leftovers. Warner had already briefed Rihan about the engagement and his immediate plans to have the Sydney on CAP and to ready the Washington as soon as possible after it arrived.
Warner continued “I’m assuming that the enemy will come back in force tomorrow. With what I don’t know but I’m guessing it will be light craft only, probably two or three frigate class ships. Given that we don’t know what capabilities they will have I think it prudent to have the base force warp away to Alpha Phi beforehand.”
“But that will mean losing the equivalent of three days build up and you don’t know for sure if they will in fact come tomorrow.”
“Yeh but if we lose the base force we could lose the war. How about, you have it on ten minutes’ notice to warp from 1100.”
“OK will do. But I really want to get the rest of the marines down.”
Warner nodded. “What about the batteries?”
“Down and deploying. Group one is already deployed around the main facility. Group two is deploying along the ridge tonight. They should be operational by 1000. But they’ll be exhausted.”
“Better tired and potent, than fresh and impotent.” 
“How do you think Fleet will react to this latest?”
“If they were hesitant about responding yesterday then this will shake them into action. But I’m pretty confident they will have already begun mobilising.”
“I do hope so. It’s starting to heat up.”
“Come on. I’m pretty tired. Let’s hit the sack.”



Chapter 13. Shangri La 0600, 23 May.
Dave Warner turned off his alarm before it fired. He rolled out and sat upright on the edge of the bed. He went into the bathroom, washed his face and returned to sit for meditation. To his surprise Rihan was sitting on her pillow next to his asana. He looked to her in the half light.
“I thought we should do this together” she said pre-empting his query. He smiled, sat cross legged and adjusted his posture till he had a straight back and then placed his hands palm down on his knees with his thumb and forefinger touching in the chin mudra
position. She copied him.
When she was settled Warner got her to close her eyes and gave some meditation instructions. Aware that this was her first time he added “And if thoughts arise just let them go like a cloud across the sky and bring your focus back to your breath.”
He felt their breaths in sync rising and falling to a steady rhythm. He had forgotten the pleasure of sharing meditation. He was so grateful that she had joined him. He recognised the significance of her actions. It was an act of commitment, an act of union. He felt as one with her and the tears rolled down his cheek. With his eyes closed and his inner eye focussed on the void, wave after wave of energy rolled over him. It was as though he was being bathed in love. The blue light he saw intensified with the waves and he was now riding them towards the Blue Pearl. He was moving at speed down and then up and over on and on. He was in rapture and didn’t want it to end. He started making a soft slow “hmmm” sound.
Rihan was finding it difficult to control her thoughts. She remembered Dave’s instructions and refocussed on her breath but no sooner had she done that and another thought would enter her head. ‘What if I allocate another shuttle to the replenishment task…..did I remember to ask X…what about Y’. ‘Oh why can’t these thoughts just stop’ she thought in frustration. But then she remembered something he had told her about it being the nature of the mind to think and that you shouldn’t fight it. You had to make your mind your friend. Give it something to focus on, a simple task - hence the breathing. She once again took a deep breath in and let out long. She repeated again and then let her breath return to its natural rhythm. 
At that moment she heard Dave making a sound. With her eyes still closed she focussed on the sound he was making. It carried contentment, peace and even delight. She had never heard him make that sound in meditation before. He sounded like he was in a state of bliss. She was so happy for him and so glad she had made this effort. If she could have seen her own face she would have seen the biggest of smiles. But in that moment she had shifted. The hyperactivity of before had gone. Now there was only deep stillness. She wasn’t even aware of it till a few minutes later when she heard Dave stirring. She slowly opened her eyes and turned to him. 
He was looking at her. Tears of love were rolling down his cheeks. He leaned over and taking her face between his hands kissed her gently. They remained in gentle touch for a while, then smiling they rose to face the day.
 



Chapter 14. Klaster 0730, 23 May.
Warner accompanied Rihan back to her office in the morning. On arrival Rihan was accosted by her aide and several other staff. He left her to it, promising to touch base before he boarded the Hermes for launch.
“Make sure you do” she pleaded to him through the heads that surrounded her. She knew too well the perils that his ships would be facing today.
“I will” said Warner. He could see the worry in her eyes. And he blew her a kiss across the throng of people.
He headed down the corridor towards where he though Art had his office. But he wasn’t there. So he hailed him and Art asked him to meet him in Charlie Wing. This was an area now setup to house the various staff for the summit. Most of the rooms he stuck his head into were empty. Just the remains of packing crates left on the floor. He heard some noise further down and finally found Art giving some instructions to one of the mining staff. Art saw Warner and sent the fellow on his way.
“Hi Dave. It’s a bit frantic at the moment relocating all this stuff.”
“How’s that going?”
“We’ll be days shifting everything but we’ve knocked over a good chunk of it. I’m more worried about the defences. Battery Group 2 deployed overnight and I have one platoon of marines here fortifying as best they can. But I’m, worried they’ll be destroyed in the initial bombardment. So I have them on 5 minutes standby to relocate down to level 1 of the mine via the facility elevator. I’ve another partial platoon at the Pulton 1 main entrance but we need the rest of the company down on the deck asap.”
“Rihan’s doing her best to make that happen. There’s such a shortage of shuttles and she’s had to give priority overnight to replenish my ships.”
Art nodded. “Nervous?”
“Yeh. Just don’t know enough about what this enemy is, what he has and what he’s capable of.”
Art just nodded. There was little he could add.
After a moment’s pause Warner added. “Art, there’s a chance we may have to warp away.”
Again Art nodded.
“I know you are going to be busy but can you keep an eye out for Rihan. Don’t let her stand here and fight. That’s her nature but I couldn’t bear to lose her.”
“Don’t worry Dave. I’ll look out for her even if I have to club and drag her out caveman style” said Art smiling and trying to make light of it all.
Warner put his hand on Art’s shoulder. “Thanks Art. You are a good friend. And please no heroics from you either.” They hugged.
“You take care too” said Art.
Warner smiled back and left. As he walked back to the dock he felt a small measure of relief. 
Art found Sue at the entrance to the mine elevator in the facility. She had posted a team of marines along with a heavy pulse gun. They were busy fortifying themselves, which in this case amounted to tearing down panelling from a room down the corridor and in conjunction with some furniture creating a makeshift series of barriers that forced all traffic to the elevator to channel in a zigzag fashion. Two marines were busy stringing some mesh from the roof to hinder the lobbing of grenades. Another was affixing mines and booby traps further down the corridor. It stretched for about 40 metres before turning. Enemy approaching would have to run the gauntlet of these devises and then be channelled into a very constricted killing zone.
“How’s it going?” asked Art.
“Pretty good” replied Sue.” These guys should be ready soon. I left the second team down at the bottom on level 1. They’re preparing the welcome should the enemy get through here.”
“And what about the third team?”
“I’m planning to use them to delay the enemy’s initial approach up here. They’ll essentially fire and move their way back to this position. This should allow any people still on top to make their way down the elevator.”
“What’s the capacity of the elevator?”
“About 2 tonnes. It can take a light vehicle or 20 people or 15 fully laden troopers.”
“Gee that’s not many is it? How many people will remain up top after the initial warning is given to evacuate?”
“Apart from the fourteen troopers in these two teams, there will be 5 from Klaster Control. The Battle Systems team’s another three. Base Commander and her aide take it to 10 and there’s a demolition team of another three plus myself. So 14 plus 14 equals 28 all up.”
“That’s going to mean two runs down. How long for a return trip?”
“About ten minutes.”
“That’s a long time under fire.”
“Yes it is” agreed Sue. “But come with me” and she led Art down the corridor and around the corner. A further 20m and she opened a locked door. Turning on the light revealed the room packed with explosives. Art looked a bit puzzled. “I’ll trigger this once the last person comes through” she said and with a wicked smile added “It should buy some time.”
“You’re a dangerous woman Sue Chalker” said Art as he took her in his arms and kissed her. 
“Enough, lover boy. Can’t have too many sparks flying around this lot” and she pinched his backside .
 



Chapter 15. Hermes 0830, 23 May.
“Welcome aboard Sir” said Ella Apell. “We’re fully replenished and ready to launch on 10.”
“Thanks Ella. Any news?” said Warner.
“Sydney’s aloft on CAP. No news from the Washington. They’re due in at 1100. There’s a message from Fleet HQ. They have begun mobilising the Enterprise and Arc Royal Groups. Enterprise should be ready to depart later today and ETA Alpha Phi in ten days. Arc Royal will be another three days behind.”
“Alpha Phi?” queried Warner. “Any reason why they have chosen to warp there rather than here?”
“No Sir. I was thinking that perhaps they are concerned about warping into a trap themselves.”
Warner nodded. That made sense. “That means no relief from Federation forces till now plus 11. Any news from Alliance re the Wasp Group?”
“No Sir but the Commodore might have some when he arrives.”
“Very good. I want to have a face to face conference with the Commodore and ship commanders as soon as the Washington arrives. So have Lt Commander Debeck shuttle back down to Klaster by 1100.”
“Roger that Sir. By the way Lt Kiralenko wants to speak with you about the alien sensor device. Apparently it just turned itself off in the middle of the night.”
“Interesting. OK I’ll see him now. Thanks Ella.”
A few moments later Warner found Kiralenko in the tech lab. He was glued to some data on a display. “So Ivan this beast just up and died on you?”
“Looks that way Sir. There were no recorded transmissions to or from it. Well none that we can detect. My guess is it must be some form of standard protocol that deactivates if it’s been tampered with.”
“Did you tamper with it?”
“Well not physically, not yet. I had it undergoing a full spectrum analysis. But I don’t reckon it was anything to do with that.”
“In any event, I think it best if we handed this beast over to Fleet. Do you agree?”
“Yeh they’ve got a lot more resources for this kind of thing than we do. I’ll have it loaded onto one of the return shuttles.”
“I take it your scans didn’t reveal any explosive material?”
“No Sir. Various metals, plastic and diamonds.”
“Well if all else fails we may get some value when it’s scrapped” joked Warner.
“I wouldn’t count on getting rich from those Sir.”
“Oh well. Not to worry. I’ll let you get on with that and you’d better hurry.”
“Right O Sir.”
Warner left to find Chase Hanlon. He was in the battle lab programming in some contingency plans as Warner had asked him to. “Won’t be long Sir” he called out as Warner entered. Warner looked over his shoulder to see the event matrix Chase was modifying. There was a list of actions to be taken if the enemy was inferior, another if equal and a much longer list in the event that the enemy appeared with superior forces.
“How did the war gaming go?” asked Warner.
“I’m worried Sir that without any real intel we’re really just guessing blind.”
“I realise that but we have to have some courses of action already programmed in. There will be precious little time if we encounter a major enemy fleet.”
“Understood Sir. I’ve created three different notional enemy forces. One is based on the equivalent of our flotilla, one is just a single enemy frigate and the other is a task group the size of the Wasp Group. Anything bigger and this will all be moot.” Warner just nodded.
“I’ve assumed they will come out of warp roughly where they did yesterday. For the smaller force I’m assuming their best option is to fire off a large salvo and warp out. Anything else and they won’t be around long.” Again Warner nodded. 
“If they have an equal force then I’m assuming they will try to inflict as much damage on our ships as possible. Assuming they arrive close together in time and space then they’ll probably flank one way or the other. But that’s all based on them having the same type of weapon systems as we do. We know they have missiles but what else could they have?”
“Yes I was wondering that myself. However I take comfort in the fact that our missile systems took down theirs.”
“And theirs took down a couple of ours” Chase responded quickly.
“True. But that tends to indicate that they might not have such a lead in missile tech. Their scout mustn’t have had any long range pulse cannon or they would have used it. But that’s not surprising for a scout ship.”
“No they would have been designed for speed not firepower. However, whatever they send in now will be designed for offensive action. You can bet on that.”
“For an equal force we will have to play it by ear, dance the dance as it unfolds and hope to concentrate our hits on them, one at a time. I’m more worried about the encounter with a larger force.”
“I’m assuming that they will be here to destroy our ships but they may, just may be here to do that and either destroy our base or take it over.”
“That will depend on what support they have. If they don’t have much backup then they would probably bombard and bug out. However, if they have good backup or are a huge force themselves then, hey, they may just decide to take this base out now and start rolling up either the Alliance or the Federation from here. It is the central position and would give them a decisive edge.”
“Worst case then is they try to invade.”
“Yep.”
“Well if it was one of our Groups, the carrier would launch its fighters to attack the enemy capital ships while moving its capitals to within bombardment range. Then they’ll bombard until the enemy batteries are eliminated and they have forced the enemy ships to warp away or be destroyed. After that they’ll send in the shuttles. Once they realise that our ground based defences are pretty weak they’ll shuttle in close and storm the facility.”
Warner took over the narrative. “We on the other hand need to buy at least ten minutes for the base force and deep space shuttles to warp away and for the local shuttles to RTB. The question is how to do so without losing our ships.”
“I think our best strategy is to first ensure we get in between the enemy capitals and Klaster. I recommend an initial angled run in, launch a salvo from each frigate aimed at the enemy capitals to force them to take evasive action or to soak up their missiles and then to pull back fast. Thereafter we focus all our missiles on shooting down their runners.”
 “Agreed” said Warner “and there will probably be dozens if not hundreds of them. Let the pulse guns take on the enemy fighters if they come in close. That’s probably the best we can do. Program in three different angled runs. If we start higher, then dive through and bank away. And if we start below climb through and bank away.”
“Do you want each ship synced in formation or conducting independent runs?”
“My preference is to stay in formation. But provide an option for both and I’ll call that as a parameter at the time.”
“Ok Sir. I’ll code these up and have them programmed into all three ships as soon as the Washington arrives. Just to recap then, you will make the call for automated engagement and specify either synchronous or asynchronous angled penetration runs with options to go left, right or centre. These manoeuvres will then cease once the ships have disengaged 100km. Thereafter you will have the option to automatically warp to Alpha Phi or conduct another similar manoeuvre. ”
“Correct. Have that ready to go by 1030. The Washington is due back at 1100. Thanks Chase. You’re doing an excellent job.”
“Thank you Sir and I’d like to say Sir that…” Chase hesitated for a second and Warner could read in his eyes the words he was not saying ‘just in case we don’t make it’. “…that it’s an honour serving with you.”
“Thank you Chase. I’m honoured to have you with me. You’ve made a real mark here.”
Warner left for the command centre where he found Ella and Aubrey. “Ella, Aubrey”
“Yes Sir” they both replied.
“If the enemy comes with superior force I will be activating automatic engagement straight away and ordering one of the manoeuvre options that Chase is coding up now. He should have these finished by 1030.”
“Right Sir” said Ella.
“I want you both to familiarise yourself with these options before 1100. If something should happen to me then it will be down to you Ella and if both of us are out of action then it will be your call Aubrey.”
Ella looked at Aubrey and she looked back to Ella. Both pondered the significance of the trigger event. “Will do, Sir” said Aubrey. 
 



Chapter 16. Klaster 1130, 23 May.
Warner was in a conference room down from Rihan’s office. He had Chase with him. Herb Debeck was there too. They were waiting on Reina and the Commodore. The Washington had only landed ten minutes ago and Warner knew that Reina would need a few minutes to arrange for the replenishment to get underway.
“So Herb how did you go with the radar?” asked Warner.
“The Alliance techs were setting it up when we left. I received a signal a couple of hours ago to say it was now operational.”
“Good. How’s your new XO working out?”
“He’s good. I let him run with the arrangements on Alpha Phi. Having him there made it all plain sailing. The Alliance people were in effect dealing with one of their own. I must say that I was pleasantly surprised. I was a little worried about the level of cooperation we would get. But there were no worries at all.”
“That’s good. How did he handle the ship on watch?”
“No problems, but it was pretty routine. No enemy scouts popped up in our way” smiled Herb.
“I think that situation will be rectified later today” said Warner as he rose to his feet to welcome the Commodore. “Welcome back Sir.”
“Good morning Captain. I understand you’ve had an eventful time?” queried Pious.
“Yes Sir. You could say that” and turning to Reina “welcome Commander. Your ship is being replenished?”
“Thank you Sir. Yes it is. We should be good to go in an hour” replied Reina.
“If you don’t mind Sir I’d like to get straight down to business.”
“By all means Captain, it’s your show.”
“As you know we encountered an enemy scout vessel yesterday just after 1600. It was hit with one of our missiles but warped away. Our sensor arrays were able to track its arrival and return vectors. We believe that it originated from the Chelora belt on the other side of the Dordallous Cloud.”
“So you’re saying they have the means to warp through the cloud?” asked Pious.
“Yes Sir.” Warner waited to see if the Commodore wanted to take this further but Pious didn’t.  Herb was still taking it in and Reina was deep in thought. Warner continued “I also believe that they can warp at least twice as fast as we can. There’s no other explanation for how they could have gotten here in the time they did assuming that it was their sensor that triggered the scout.”
Again Warner paused to let this fact sink in. He saw the concern on their faces. “Yes it’s a bit of a worry. If they can do this, what else can they do that we can’t? But it’s not all doom and gloom. They didn’t seem to have any better missile tech than us. We took out each of their runners. They took out one of ours but they missed two and one struck before they warped away.”
This news brought a degree of consolation. “So you think that if they took one day to respond to their sensor then they’ll be back here in force this afternoon?” asked Pious.
“Yes, it’s what I would do Sir.”
“Agreed” confirmed the Commodore. “The question is with what.”
“Our thinking is that they won’t be coming with the kitchen sink. Not yet anyway. I reckon they have a surveillance flotilla using a temporary base on Chelora. We really have no idea of what types of ships they have or what capabilities they have. But whatever they do have they will have to replenish them and given that we swept Chelora six months ago it’s unlikely that they would have the capacity to build a large base in that time. What do you think Sir?”
“I agree with your logic but who knows what they can and cannot do. We need more intel. We need to conduct a recce in force to Chelora.” But then Pious paused and continued “You’ve already considered and ruled out an immediate recce because of the potential threat to Klaster?”
“Yes Sir. We’ve only three frigates and we have a vulnerable base force overhead. We can’t really afford to split our force.”
“Agreed. Maybe this is something the Alliance can undertake. The Wasp Group should arrive on Alpha Phi in two days. I will ask them to undertake the recce.”
“Thank you Sir and that’s good news about the Wasp Group. They must have pulled out all stops.”
“Yes I’ve been delighted by the whole-hearted support and cooperation we are receiving from the Alliance. It’s very encouraging. Any news of Enterprise and Arc Royal?”
“Yes Sir, the Enterprise Group should arrive on Alpha Phi in ten days and the Arc Royal in 13.”
“Mmm” said Pious “they are playing it safe, sending them to Alpha Phi. Fair enough. Let’s hope the extra delay doesn’t hurt us. So Captain, please continue with your briefing.”
“Thank you Sir. The focus now must be on dealing with whatever force the enemy warps in with. We’ve considered three basic scenarios - one where they send an inferior force; two where we have parity and three where they send in a full scale invasion or destruction force. I don’t consider the latter likely but we need to prepare for it because it’s the most dangerous enemy course of action.”
Everyone just nodded. So Warner continued. “The prime objective is to protect the Klaster base force. Secondary objectives are to protect the Klaster base facility and maintain a force in being capable of harassment. To achieve these objectives 17 Flotilla will patrol the Klaster belt in formation and engage any enemy entering the belt space. In the event of encountering a superior force, 17 Flotilla will delay the enemy long enough for the base force to warp away and then will itself warp away to Alpha Phi.”
“I want all ships launched by 1400. We’ll patrol the belt in arrowhead formation, Hermes front and centre, Sydney on the right and Washington on the left. We’ll endeavour to maintain formation and fight as a synced force with your two ships slaved to the Hermes battle system control. Chase will be uploading the code for the automated manoeuvres. In the event that enemy jamming prevents full synchronisation, you will activate partial sync adhering to the manoeuvre paths but doing your own targeting.”
“Chase, can you go through the automated manoeuvres now?” asked Warner.
“Yes Sir” and Chase ran through them using the display.
Once he’d finished Warner took over again. “In the event that the Hermes is destroyed, Reina you will take command.” Reina nodded confirmation. “If no enemy show up, we’ll finish the combined patrol at 2200 and Reina your ship will stay on CAP. We’ll rinse and repeat this each day from here on. Any questions?”
Reina responded “Will the upload include default fire zones?”
“Yes it does Commander” replied Chase. Reina nodded back to Chase.
“How much time do we need to buy for the base force” asked Herb.
“They’re on ten minutes standby. So I’d say we need to give them fifteen” replied Warner.
“That could be a long time Sir” said Herb.
“Yes it could but that base force is vital. We lose that and it will take months to get another one out here and that could very well cost us the war. We do what it takes in that regard. Is that understood?” 
“Yes Sir” responded both Reina and Herb.
“And what about the base facility and staff Sir….in the event that we are forced to warp away?” asked Reina.
“They will have to defend themselves as best they can. Basically they will retreat underground to Level 1 with the bulk of the staff. A small rear guard will remain above at each of the two mine entrances for as long as the nearby batteries last. Once they go, they will also withdraw underground. There are enough provisions to last a month. But the cavalry should arrive well before then.”
Seeing there were no more questions Warner asked the Commodore “where do you want to be Sir?”
“Has provision been made for interstellar comms within the mine complex?” asked Pious.
“Yes Sir there has.”
“Then I will stay on Klaster and help marshal the resources.” Pious looked at each person around the table then continued “I know you will all do your duty but I do remind you that our very survival as a species may depend on your efforts and on your courage over the coming days. I wish you well and good luck.”
 



Chapter 17. Klaster 1230, 23 May.
Warner entered Rihan’s office with sandwiches and drinks in hand. She looked up and smiled. “Just a minute” she said. She made some more entries into her terminal and hit Send. Then she turned to Dave. “Last drinks hey?” She gave him a warm smile.
He loved her smile and made a note to himself to try and remember this one.
“Yeh but I’m afraid the last meal is a bit below what you’d expect” said Warner.
“Sorry, I told the mess steward to close up shop.”
They munched into their lunch with relish nonetheless. “Not bad!” said a surprised Warner between mouthfuls. Rihan nodded agreement.
“Have you got all your marines down yet?” asked Warner.
“No, not all of them. There’s still another platoon on board the base force. Once the Washington’s juiced up I’ll bring them down.”
Warner thought about saying she should make sure they hurried but then he didn’t want to spoil this moment with more worry. “Good. Have you got a new berth down below yet?”
“Yeh but I’m next to the wrong man” she teased.
“Just so long as he keeps the statutory one metre separation”
“I’m afraid we’ve had to throw a lot of regs out the door, given the circumstances” and she smiled.
“I see you’re packing again” and he nodded towards her sidearm.
“If I recall, you like a good woman with a gun.”
“I just like a good woman” and he grinned.
“A good woman and a good man, we’ve got it all. Don’t we?” and she looked earnestly at Dave.
“Yes we do” and he kissed her on the cheek.
“Don’t go and die on me Dave. Promise?”
“I promise. And no heroics from you, right?”
“No heroics. I’ve too much to live for now.”
“Ditto.” He wiped the tear forming below her eye and hugged her. She wondered would this be the last time they embraced. She could feel the tears welling but she was determined to be strong. Dave too was wondering the same thing. He took in a deep breath and smelled her scent. Like the smile earlier he wanted to capture this snapshot like a bear desperate to store way as much as it can before hibernation. Yet it wasn’t hibernation he was heading towards. Far from it.
After a long time they parted and Warner kissed her lips and she responded forcefully with her tongue. He kissed back but gently and she softened and they lingered. He kissed her again on the forehead and said “I love you”.
She held his face in her hands and kissed him on the forehead. “Ditto”.
He smiled, turned and left. The parting was over. Rihan took a deep breath in, wiped her eyes, looked to her terminal but before returning to it she whispered “God speed my love.”
Warner strode down the corridor towards the dock. He wiped his own tears away. Her smell and her smile were with him and he whispered to himself “Lord, please protect my love.” 
 



Chapter 18. Klaster 1300, 23 May.
Above Klaster a heavy lift shuttle was departing the dock of the base force. In its hold was the first of four Trojan II battlewagons.  This mounted a long range 80mm pulse cannon and two rapid firing 10mm quanto pulse guns protected by polymer armour and its own high-stress shielding. The Trojan II would add some real hitting power to the ground defences. 
The shuttle banked sharply and entered into a steep descent - its thrusters burning a trail behind it. The pilot was heading to the pad outside the Pulton 1 main entrance. There waiting in the adjacent dock was Art Simons. He had just finished giving instructions to the new platoon commander, a tall strong looking young 2nd Lt called Jake Tomar. He reminded Art of himself twelve years earlier. He was tall and strong, all muscle and in command.
Art could hear him now barking out instructions to his troops. They had a shit load of gear to manhandle to the elevator as they were critically short of any ground transport and personal gear didn’t rate at the moment.
Art hailed Sue. “Sue, have you finished deploying 1st Pl at the facility entrance?”
“Yes I have. I’m just getting a bite to eat. Have you eaten?”
“No but I’ll get something when I get back. 3rd Pl are down and stowing their gear. I’ve given the Commander, a one-pipper named Jake Tomar, a quick rundown on the defence plan. He knows he’s the fire-brigade but I haven’t had time to tell him details of the contingency plans. The first of the Trojans should be here any minute and 2nd Pl is deployed at the entrance. They are literally digging in as I speak. I haven’t seen that done in years. Makes you think there might be a war on.”
“Very funny Art. Just make sure you have a hole to duck into. I’m sure you can get someone to dig one for you. You’re a very persuasive man when you want to be.”
“You should talk. Oh…here comes the shuttle. I’ll catch you later.”
“Art?”
“Yes”
“I love you”
“Thanks honey. I love you too. See you, blossom.”
“See you.”
 



Chapter 19. Hermes 1400, 23 May.
First Hermes and then the Washington blasted off. Ten minutes later they joined the Sydney and began their patrol in arrowhead formation. Lateral separation was 10km between adjacent ships. Vertical separation was 1 km. The Washington on the left was the highest and the Sydney on the right was the lowest.
They were doing an anti-clockwise sweep of the western arm of the belt. This would take them past two of their sensor arrays. Then they would loop back past Klaster crossing over in figure eight fashion and do a clockwise sweep of the eastern arm back past K203 where the enemy sensor had been. With each figure eight circuit Warner would offset the track a few degrees.  Warner preferred this easy eight circuit to the standard oval racetrack as it was a little less predictable. 
1600 came and went and they were into their second loop heading back to Klaster from K203. Tension was pretty high in the command centre aboard the Hermes. Aubrey had the watch. It was now just after 1730. She was alert but her self-discipline controlled her natural urge to stay focussed on the battle display. She would do her own circuit of the terminals, deliberately checking on one item at each. At Ivan’s terminal she glanced down at the spectrum analyser just as a spike occurred. She flashed to the main display but there was nothing. She moved to Crystal’s battle systems display. Again nothing. Then she returned to Ivan and asked “What do you reckon that was?”
“Don’t know” said Ivan. “Intense gamma emission but it looks like it came from Klaster.”
That attracted Warner’s attention “From Klaster?”
“Yes Sir” replied Ivan.
“Switch to the Klaster Control channel” instructed Warner. It was full of static. That was not good. “Pilot, buster to Klaster. Ivan advise Sydney and Washington.”
“Another spike. It’s coming from Klaster again” called out Ivan.
Everyone felt the surge as the pilot, Sgt James Rao, gunned the thrusters to maximum. He would hold them there for the twenty minutes it would take to reach Klaster but this would consume a significant amount of their fuel. 
The spikes were occurring every minute but after five minutes they stopped. 
“Hermes this is Klaster Control. Come in.”
“Hermes here. What has happened?” asked Warner.
“We lost comms. Some gamma surge that interfered with transmissions. It appears to have emanated from that enemy sensor you brought in. Apparently the techs took to it with a sledge hammer.”
“Roger that. Make sure it stays out of action. Destroy it if you have to. Either way it doesn’t bode well. Raise alert status to level 2.”
“Understood.”
“Hermes out.” Warner turned to the bridge “Pilot, bank right and vector back to K203 and don’t spare the horses.”
“Bustering to K203” confirmed James.
Halfway into the turn the alarms on Crystal’s terminal began firing. “Light craft, bogey 1 coming out of warp, range 19,000 K”
“Blast” said Warner “they used that gamma emission to lure us away from their arrival location.”
Aubrey was looking to Warner to see if he wanted to react or continue with the current manoeuvre. Warner read her mind and shook his head. “Time to optimum intercept range?” asked Warner. This would be when they were within range of their short range Movon missiles, around 10,000kms.
Crystal responded “Three minutes and 20 seconds….Light craft, bogey 2 arriving same loc, range now 18,500 K”
“Active radar detected from bogeys 1 and 2” called out Ivan.
“Priority target bogey 1. Missiles engage bogey 1 at first intercept. 3 for 1 all ships.”
“Bogey’s 1 and 2 turning to face and accelerating” called out Crystal.
“Accelerating?” queried Warner.
“Yes accelerating.”
“They are either very cocky or very stupid … or they have more buddies coming. Pilot break left and wheel 180.”
“Roger Sir” called out James.
“Capital ship, bogey 3 arriving same loc range 18,000 K.”
“Shit” called out Warner. “Any other arrivals?”
“No” called out Crystal. “Bogey 3 turning to face and accelerating. Bogeys 1 closing. Intercept in 60 seconds. Bogey 2 in 90 seconds.”
“Ivan advise base force to go to 2 minutes standby.”
“Affirmative.”
“Maintain engagement priority on bogey 1. Missiles engage at first intercept. 5 for 1 all ships” called out Warner. He was banking on knocking out this lead enemy before it could receive mutual support from its sister ships.
The three frigates had bottomed out of their turn and were now extending back to Klaster. “Pilot ease off a little. Let bogey 1 get within intercept range. Once we have launched our salvo accelerate away and bank left.”
“Roger that. Decelerating.”
All eyes in the command centre were on the main display. They were focused on the overlapping range rings of the three frigates and bogey 1 as it vectored to intercept. Warner waited till all three rings overlapped bogey 1. “Fire missiles.”
“Missiles 1 to 15 away” called out Crystal. The Hermes accelerated and James began his bank to the left. 
Warner had anticipated at this stage to see enemy missiles being launched but none were evident. “Enemy runners?” queried Warner.
“None Sir” cried out Crystal.
“They might not have the range” suggested Chase. 
“Bogey 1 vectoring to intercept. Bogey 2 and 3 vectoring as well”
Still no enemy missile tracks. The friendly tracks were now only 600 K away from their intended target and at Mach 50 they would impact in under 15 seconds with the oncoming bogey 1.
“Runners 1 to 5 targeting missiles 1 to 5” called Crystal. After a short pause she added “Runners 6 to 10 targeting missiles 6 to 10.” Again another pause. Runners 11 to 15 targeting missiles 11 to 15.”
“Looks like they can only fire in salvoes of five” called out Aubrey.
“Noted. Thanks” responded Warner.
“Missiles 2, 3 and 5 destroyed. Missiles 6, 7 and 10 destroyed. Missiles 11, 12, 13 and 14 destroyed.”
“Missile hits against bogey 1: one, two, three, four, five. Five hits. Bogey 1 decelerating.”
“Bogey 2 closing to intercept range in 30 seconds. No, bogey 2 vectoring left and away. Bogey 3 accelerating.”
Aubrey called out “Looks like bogey 2 is dropping into formation with bogey 3.”
“Yeh that’s what I’d do too. So they aren’t dumb and they have some degree of autonomy to break off a manoeuvre”.
“Bogey 3 looks dead in the water Sir” called out Chase. “Maybe he can’t warp away.”
“Noted.” Options were running through his mind. He dearly wanted to board that vessel and take control of it. It would provide vital intel. But he had a capital ship bearing down on him and didn’t know what it was capable of. “Time to intercept?”
“70 seconds” responded Crystal.
“OK everyone” called out Warner “we’re going to use our missile range advantage to engage bogey 3 and maintain a standoff distance.”
“Priority target bogey 3. Missiles engage bogey 3 at first intercept. 5 for 1 all ships. Pilot, as soon as missiles are away, bank right and roll to vector 90 degrees. On my order accelerate away.”
“Roger that” confirmed James.
“Bogey 3 decelerating and vectoring to bogey 1” called out Crystal.
“Looks like he was just seeing us off and now is going to cover his injured buddy” commented Warner. “Alright, he’s not going to play with us on our terms so we have to take the party to him. Pilot, bank left, vector to bogey 1 and accelerate. Engage bogey 3 at first intercept, 5 for 1 all ships. Pilot bank left again on release and accelerate away.”
“Affirmative” responded James.
The three frigates banked in unison and accelerated back towards bogey 1.
“Bogey 3 vectoring to face. And accelerating fast…very fast… Intercept in 20 secs, maybe less. Bogey 2 vectoring to face. Intercept in 30 secs” called out Crystal.
Now the pressure was on. Both flotillas were in a headlong charge towards each other.
“Intercept in 10” said Crystal.
“Missiles away.”
“Banking left” called out James.
“Bogey 3 launching missiles.  Runners 1, 2, 10, 20, 25 repeat 25 runners targeting Hermes.”
“Sydney Missiles engage Runners 1 to 25, 1 for 1. Washington and Hermes Missiles engage bogey 3, 25 for 1” That would in effect send 50 missiles at the enemy capital ship.
“Missiles away. Bogey 3 launching missiles. Runners…26 to 50 targeting…a mix of Washington and Hermes missiles…launching again….runners 51 to 75 targeting remainder of Washington and Hermes missiles.…Bogey 3 banking right….bogey 2 banking right”
Now it was a race as both sets of ships attempted to bank away, while each other’s missiles ploughed ahead. At this stage the fleets were actually closing one bank into the other.
“Beam attack from bogey 3 on Sydney” cried out Crystal.
“Shit” said Warner. “Sydney this is Sunray”
“Sunray this is Sydney. We’ve just been beamed. It’s raked our starboard hull….losing power. Yes, thrusters down to 30 percent. Hull integrity maintained.”
“Break off and RTB” said Warner.
“Roger Sir. Good luck.”
“Ivan advise base force to go to one minute standby.”
“Affirmative.”
“Washington this is Sunray.”
“Yes Sir” came back the unflappable Reina. She was certainly composed under fire thought Warner.
“Sydney is RTB. I want bogey 1. We will go around again for another pass.”
“Roger Sir.”
“We have five leakers heading to Hermes. Impact in 10.”
“Main batteries engage leakers. Prepare for impacts.” The roar of the main guns echoed through the command centre. They’d be hearing the same thing on the Washington as its batteries were tied in mutual support.
“Hits on bogey 3… 15…18 hits” called out an excited Crystal.
The railing of the close in pulse guns stopped all other focus. Then thud as one enemy missile struck the starboard hull aft. Warning lights flashed over the damage control display and Aubrey cried out “Hit on starboard hull. Hull integrity good. Shields down 20 percent. Damage Control to compartments Romeo 35 and 36. Thrusters undamaged” and triumphantly “We’re good to go Sir.”
“Noted” acknowledged Warner. “Crystal what’s happening to bogey 3?”
“It’s slowed Sir but maintaining vector to bogey 1. Bogey 2 is in formation.”
“Available missiles?”
“Twenty on each ship” called out Chase. “Bogey 3’s firing salvoes of 25. It let lose 75 missiles in that pass. We can’t handle those numbers again Sir.”
All eyes were now on Warner and they were all thinking the same thing. Will he risk another run? The lives of 130 crew and marines were at stake. If only he knew how many missiles the enemy carried. To retire at this stage would leave the enemy in control of the battlefield. They could bombard Klaster, even nuke it. And they would definitely recover bogey 1.
“We’re going in again everyone. This time we will come in at a glancing angle just within standoff range, fire off the remaining missiles and barrel roll away. Chase plot us a route. Change formation to column, Hermes leading.”
“Roger Sir” responded Chase. His mind now shut out all other distractions as he worked the angles dragging the flight path to achieve his Captain’s orders. He double checked the intercept ranges and was confident he had it right. “It’s uploading to Washington now.”
“Washington this is Sunray.”
“Washington.”
“Lock in profile….”
“23” called out Chase.
“23 and slot in behind us. We’re doing a glancing run in, firing off our missiles and barrelling out. Don’t get too close to bogey 3. Understood?”
 “Affirmative, Sir.” Replied Reina and then in a different tone she added “We have your back!”
“Thank you Reina. Good luck!”
“Thank you Sir.”
“Alright everyone. Here we go. Pilot activate profile 23.”
“Activating” said James and the Hermes rolled away to port, climbed and after a minute rolled again to port and started to dive.
“Intercept in 40” called out Crystal.
“Hermes Missiles engage bogey 3 on first intercept, 19 for 1. Sydney Missiles engage enemy runners on detection, 1 for 1.”
“Intercept in 10.”
“Missiles away” and a few seconds later Crystal added “Bogey 3 firing missiles. Runners ….1 to 15 targeting our missiles. Runners 16 to 25 targeting Hermes. Washington missiles 1 to 10 away. Bogey 2 breaking formation and vectoring to face.”
“Pilot, roll away now.”
“Rolling now” affirmed James.
“Washington missiles 11 to 14 away targeting two leakers. Nine of our missiles are through. Impact in three. Hits! 5 hits. Bogey 3 powering to warp away. One leaker. Impact in 10.”
“Main batteries engage. Prepare for impact” called out Warner.
There was a roar and a rail but this time no thud. Everyone looked relieved but Warner was already focussed on his prize. “Pilot, vector to bogey 1. Washington missiles engage bogey 2 all remaining.”
“Washington missiles 1 to 6 away.”
Bogey 2 was making a diversionary charge to buy time for the enemy capital to warp away. It had still a way to go before it got within range of its shorter ranged missiles. When it saw the oncoming missiles it thought better and banked sharply.
“Bogey 2 powering to warp”
But the missiles were bearing down fast now. Its defensive pulse cannons took out two but four struck and this time bogey 2 exploded.
“Scratch bogey 2” cried out a jubilant Crystal and a loud cheer went up throughout the ship. “Bogey 3 has warped away” and another cheer erupted.
“Quiet everyone” demanded Warner. “Pilot, take us to stand off range of bogey 1 and hold.”
“Roger Sir” said James steading himself.
“Washington this is Sunray.”
“Sir?”
“Good shooting Commander. Looks like the Washington has the first kill of this war.”
“Thank you Sir.”
“I plan to advance to within stand off and put my last remaining missile across her bow. I’m counting on the fact that they will think we still have more remaining and I’m hoping that they will put up the white flag. In which case, I plan to board and take control of her. If the vessel can’t be repaired, then we’ll transfer its crew to our brigs and leave a party to secure her here.”
“And if they don’t surrender Sir.”
“Then we will take her by force. In which case I want your two warthogs loaded with marines and ready to join ours for action. You’ll breach forward and we’ll go in aft.”
“Understood Sir.”
“Chase, advise Klaster Control of sitrep.
 “Affirmative Sir.”
“Chief Shavez prepare two teams for boarding.”
“Roger Sir.”
“Ivan, grab your kit and be ready to lead the boarding party.”
“Yes Sir.”
“And Ivan…”
“Sir”
“Get control of that vessel.”
“Will do Sir” Ivan glanced around taking in the faces looking at him. He then charged off. When he arrived at his cabin, he grabbed his kit and made a quick check of his rifle. He turned to leave but in the doorway was Sherri. Known as a bit of a hard case Sherri looked anything but. Ivan could see the worry on her face. He hugged her but when he tried to separate she held him tightly.
“You’ll come back to me won’t you Ivan?” She relaxed her grip on the back of his neck and he pulled his head back to look into her eyes. He saw her tears and gently kissed her forehead.
“Oh - ma Sherri I will always be with you” said Ivan.
She kissed him on the lips and Ivan kissed back but only briefly before he pulled back. “I have to go.”
“I love you Ivan.”
“And I you.” He grabbed his kit from the floor and ran off to the dock. Sherri fell back into the wall one part overjoyed at his declaration and the other part full of dread at what could come.
The Hermes was slowing to a halt. “We’re at stand-off range Sir” advised Aubrey.
“Missiles engage bogey 1 offset 1km forward, 1 for 1”
“Missile away.”
It took just over 9 minutes to cover the 8,000 kms to bogey 1.
 “…objective in 10.”
The missile sailed past the enemy ship’s bow and there was silence as everyone waited for some sign. But none came. Warner waited a full three minutes more, but still nothing. Damm it thought Warner.
“Ivan, are you ready.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Washington, are you ready?”
“Affirmative.”
“Pilot close to 100km. Washington form line to our left.”
It was a tense time. The enemy could still be able to launch its own missiles. But none came.
“Main batteries engage bogey 1 offset 1km forward”
The big guns roared.
“Cease Fire.”
Another minute passed. Finally Warner asked “Aubrey, any emissions at all?”
“No Sir. Not a dot.”
“Pilot close to 30kms”
“Closing.”
They repeated the same process at 30K but received no response.
 



Chapter 20. Hermes 1800, 23 May.
“Whisky away” ordered Warner.
“Launching now” replied Parinya in Whisky 1. Ivan was right behind her. He was tense but excited in a way. Here he was leading the first boarding of this war. He just hoped it wouldn’t be the last. Buster Williams, now Sgt, was next to him. He was helping Dai Shu with the magnetic breaching charges. 
Dakota Bridgewater was sitting back. Her quanto was between her knees and she was thinking of the last time she had been all kitted up for an assault. A pang of pain hit her as she recalled seeing her Brian in the chair next to her. But there was no Brian Riley to crack jokes with this time. God, how she missed him! And it had all been in vain. He died killing an enemy that was now our ally. But regardless she was going to kick some butt tonight.
The four others opposite were all new chums and this would be their first time in action. Buster sat back letting Dai finish off the charge settings. He looked at these new guys and wondered how they would hold up in what was sure to be a close action. As Whisky 1 launched out into the night Buster called out “Now listen up everyone. Dai will set the charge. It will implode inwards. I will throw in a sensor drone. If this detects any life, then I’ll follow that with a flash bang. Once it goes off, Dakota you’re in first, with your quanto up and blazing, break left. I’m next breaking right. Then Dai and the rest of you alternating left and right. Mr Kiralenko you come in last. Once we’re in Sir, you give the signal for Parinya to pull away and Whisky 2 locks on and unloads.”
“Once the second team is in, I’ll direct from there” said Ivan. “Our aim is to sweep the ship clear. We crush all resistance but don’t kill if they’re surrendering. It’s important to capture an enemy alive.”
“But not at the expense of your own life. Remember that” added Buster.
“It’s vital we stay tight. No stupid heroics. The only things I want to see coming out in body bags are these enemy. Is that understood?” demanded Ivan.
They all nodded. Who was going to argue with that advice?
“Whiskys form column on me. Whisky 2 then 3 and 4. Separation 1km” ordered Parinya. The four warthogs manoeuvred into column formation. “Moving to 10kms.” Still no reaction from the enemy. “Moving to 3kms.” No reaction. “Sir, we’re at final release and good to go.”
“Go!” is all Warner replied.
“Whisky 3 to forward section. Whisky 1 to aft. Move.” Parinya was all concentration now. Alain Favre rotated his turret as the warthog went in for an angled approach drawing alongside the aft section of the enemy hull. Parinya drew up parallel to the enemy ship and used the landing thrusters to edge closer until the craft made contact with an audible clang echoing through the cabin. 
“Wait one. Need to adjust” she advised. Another very short burst of the thrusters and the warthog scraped upwards over the enemy hull as Parinya adjusted to position the hatch over a section without any discernible superstructure behind it. She was using the x-ray scanner to ID the superstructure. When she was satisfied that they would blow into a cavity space she applied the magnetic clamps. “Clamping now. Whisky 3 we are right to go. Report status.”
“Whisky 1 we’re having problems getting a clear space. Wait.” There was palpable tension in the cabin of Whisky 1. It was important to sync the entries and maximise the shock effect.
Parinya was exercising all her self-discipline to stay composed. She knew that they were extremely vulnerable at the moment. Ivan behind her was starting to get worried. He knew it would be his call to abort the forward entry. He tapped Parinya on the shoulder.
“Whisky 3 status?” asked Parinya.
“No go. Scanners indicate no area nearby suitable for entry.”
Parinya looked to Ivan.  “OK, we go with one breach only” he said. “Whisky 3 pull back and come in after Whisky 2.”
“Roger.”
“Suit up” he ordered and everyone fasted their helmets and tested their suits. “Any problems?’ he asked and looked around the cabin but found all was good.
 “Release hatches” Buster moved to the hatch and hit the release. He gave Ivan the thumbs up as he read the display next to the hatch control indicating a solid lock.
 “Set charges” ordered Ivan.
Dai moved to the hatch and began applying the plastic explosive. She then inserted a series of charges. Each had its own firing device and when she hit the trigger on her firing handle each would fire in rapid succession. She backed away inside and hit the door release. The hatch closed. Its armour would provide protection for the team while the series of small explosions cut through the hull. Dai gave Ivan the thumbs up.
 “Fire charges.”
All they heard in the warthog was a series of muffled thuds.
“Launch drone.”
Buster hit the hatch release, checked to see there was no immediate obstruction and rolled in a small globe shaped device, the size of his hand. He then hit a button on a small hand held controller and tiny thrusters on the probe fired. He used the roll ball to navigate the flying probe through the corridor it found itself in. There were no lights, so the tiny display on the controller was still pitch black. He switched to thermals. Nothing but clear space ahead. He moved the probe forward slowly. Nothing. Ahead was a hatch shut. He reversed and went back past the breach to another closed hatch.
“Breach is into an empty corridor. Closed hatches left and right several metres in. All clear.”
“Dakota are you ready?”
“Yes Sir.”
“No need to blaze away just yet. OK go.”
Dakota entered breaking left. The first thing she noticed as she scanned the space was just how high the ceiling was. The hatch ahead must have been 3m high. Buster was in right behind her breaking right. He noticed the same thing. “If that hatch is anything to go by then these dudes are tall. We still have a weak gravity field. No atmosphere.”
The rest of the team came through without incident. When Ivan stepped through he hailed Parinya to shut the hatch and pull back for Whisky 2. Ivan was going to wait till he had Bravo Team on board before pushing further. As Whisky 1 pulled away Ivan was staring out the breach. He couldn’t really make out the warthogs that were just 3kms away but he knew they were there and that was some comfort. He felt a moment’s fear and foreboding but then he shook himself out of that. He knew he had to stay focussed.
“Parinya tell Sunray we’re in. No opposition so far. No sign of life. Will proceed once Bravo Team is on board.”
“Will do” replied Parinya.
Whisky 2 came in and after a few minutes was clamped and Bravo Team squeezed into the corridor with Alpha Team. “Listen up” said Ivan. “Alpha Team will lead forward. Bravo Team you will stay here and secure the breach. Once Charlie Team arrives send them aft and send DeltaTeam forward.”
“Affirmative.”
“Buster can you work the hatch?”
“I reckon it’s this panel here. Just give me the word.”     
“Do it” and Buster hit the panel and the hatch indeed opened. Buster moved the drone through the hatch. “All clear” he called. “We must be in their crumple compartments.”
That made sense to Ivan. “Yeh probably. Let’s push on.” Buster was next to the next hatch ready to open it. Dakota was in front of the hatch ready to open up if need be. Ivan was just behind and to her right. He nodded to Buster who opened the hatch. He was too focussed on moving the drone through to notice the shock on Dakota’s face. But then he saw it on the little display in front of him. He didn’t know what to make of it.
Ivan could see that Dakota was frozen in front so he moved passed her to see for himself. There on the ground were these… well… bodies. 
“All clear I think” said Buster.  “Nothing living anyway” he added. “Dakota snap out of it” he ordered. 
Dakota heard but it took her a few seconds to actually take a pace forward. She looked down in front of her feet. The dark suited body was without a helmet. “They must have suffocated” was all she could utter. She was taking in their size. “Big buggers” she announced. “At least 2.5 metres but skinny…two legs…two arms…one head you will be pleased to know…but this won’t please you. Their head is covered in scales, I think…like a snake…two eyes…mouth but can’t see a nose or ears.”
“OK enough of the descriptions for now. How many?” asked Ivan.
Dakota stepped over the body in front and moved into a large room. She scanned from left to right. “I count eight bodies.”
“Keep moving. Don’t touch anything.”
“There’s another hatch over here” advised Dakota.
“I’m on it” said Buster.
“Parinya, advise Sunray we have reached what looks like crew quarters. Found eight dead enemy. Looks like they suffocated.”
“Will do.”
“Bravo Team, is Charlie Team on board yet?”
“Yes Sir. Do you still want them aft?”
“Yes. Go ahead.”
As each of the remaining members of Alpha Team entered they all stopped and stared at the enemy bodies. Ivan knew they had to keep going. “Come on stay focussed people. Buster, are you ready?”
“Yes.”
“Hit it.”
Buster did so, and pushed the drone through. “Empty corridor.”
“After you Dakota” said Ivan.
“Mike Sunray this is Charlie Team. We have entered what I think is their engineering section and found three dead… things. Otherwise all clear and there’s nothing further back here other than the engines themselves.”
“Roger that” said Ivan. “Make your way back to the breach. Relieve Bravo Team there and have them come forward.”
“Roger.”
“We’re ready Sir” said Buster. He was standing by the next hatch.
Ivan nodded and they repeated the same procedure. This time they had entered the ship’s missile banks. It had five launchers. They couldn’t go any further beyond that. “Did anyone see an elevator or stairs? There must be another deck on top” asked Ivan. 
“Yes Sir.” replied Dai “Back with all the dead bodies.”
“OK Dai lead the way.” They back tracked to the crew quarters area and Dai pointed to what looked like doors off to the right. There were several bodies piled up against it. 
“Poor bastards” commented Dai “they must have tried to get to the elevator but didn’t make it.”
“Well they’re not getting any sympathy from me” said Dakota and to prove it she kicked one of the bodies, forcing it to move a little.
“Enough!” ordered Ivan. “Clear away these bodies. Over there. And try not to dismember them OK.” He gave a stern look to Dakota who just shrugged her shoulders.
As the last body was cleared away, Bravo Team arrived and went through the same reactions of stopping and gawking. “OK you guys secure this area and be ready to support us up top if I call. Once Delta Team gets here send them up.”
“OK Sir.”
Buster activated the elevator. It had to descend from above. When the doors opened there were another two bodies. “Clear them away” ordered Ivan. He was staring at the glyphs on the panel inside the elevator. They didn’t resemble anything he had seen before. The elevator was huge so all of Alpha Team crammed in. The doors opened automatically on arrival at what appeared to be the only other deck. Another body was on the ground in front. 
Buster let lose the drone and announced the “All clear!” after a full minute. “Big space. Looks like their command centre.”
Dakota stepped out in front, over the dead body and the others followed. This time they were in a large open space with what looked like terminals in banks along each wall. They counted ten bodies. There were hatches leading forward and aft.
“Bravo Team come up here” ordered Ivan.
“We’re on our way.”
“Delta Team are you on board?” Ivan requested.
“Yes Sir.”
“Make your way forward to where you’ll find an elevator. Come on up.”
“Roger Sir.”
When Bravo Team arrived Ivan ordered them to clear forward and when Delta Team arrived he had them clear aft.
“Sir the starboard side of the ship back here has been ripped apart. We can’t go any further” reported Delta Team.
“Any more bodies?”
“No Sir. Everything’s been sucked out on impact I’d say.”
“OK come back here.”
“All clear forward” reported Bravo Team.
“Good work everyone” said Ivan. “Parinya, patch me through to Sunray?”
“You’re through now”
“Sir, we have secured the enemy ship.”
“Well done Ivan. Any losses?”
“No Sir. The enemy are all dead. Looks like it their ship lost compression and atmosphere when hit. Everyone looks like they suffocated. We count 23 bodies. I’m uploading images now.”
“Thanks Ivan. Leave Delta Team on board and have the rest RTB. I’ll send over Chief Rapperberg and a tech team to see what can be done.”
“Roger that.” The adrenalin had all but drained away and Ivan felt very tired. “Looking forward to a rest Sir.”
“Yes you’ve earned it. If the truth be told we all have. It’s been a busy day indeed.”
 



Chapter 21. Klaster 2130, 23 May.
Rihan was waiting for Warner at the dock. He came through, not the triumphant hero of a space battle but the weary warrior in need of deep sleep. There would be no applause, nor any big speeches. While this round had been won, it was by no means decisive. Everyone knew that there was more conflict ahead. They were grateful for the reprieve that had been gained but under no illusion about the danger that lay ahead.
Rihan approached Warner, took his back pack and placed her arm around his shoulder. He gave her a weary smile and she pecked him on the cheek. 
Commodore Pious was there too and he was keen to get a full briefing. He could see the fatigue on Warner and his crew but some things - had to wait and right now sleep was one of them. “Captain, Commander we need to talk now.”
Rihan gave him a disapproving look but Warner said “Of course Sir. Can we use your office, darling?”
She knew it was pointless arguing. “Sure.”
There was now a marine guard posted outside her office. Her aide was still busy marshalling resources to repair the Sydney and now the Hermes. The Commodore closed the door behind him.
“Congratulations Captain. A fine day’s work indeed.”
“Thank you Sir.”
“I won’t detain you here for long. I can pour over the logs to gain a better appreciation of what happened. What I do want to know is the status of your ships, your assessment of the enemy strengths and weaknesses, your opinion on the enemy’s next move and what you need in the way of support.”
“Sydney took a beam attack. It’s sustained enough damage to RTB. I spoke with Herb Debeck just a few minutes ago. He tells me he needs serious repairs before he can be combat ready. They are going to be working through the night to see if he can get more power out of his thrusters. He suffered five casualties, including two KIAs (killed in action).”
Warner continued “The Hermes took a missile hit but our shields held. We should be good to go by 1000 tomorrow. The Washington escaped undamaged. It’s currently on CAP and has a marine team and a tech team on the enemy light ship we captured. The Hermes will replace her on CAP tomorrow after we’ve finished our repairs.”
“So the Sydney needs to return to a major base facility?”
“Correct.”
“That’s going to leave the defences here a bit light. But there’s nothing for it. I’ll make the necessary arrangements. It will have to be Polaris.”
“Yes, but I would like to press-gang its marines to reinforce the base here. Well at least two teams.”
“Agreed” said the Commodore. “They surprised us with that capital ship. They must either have a significant base facility on Chelora or they can cruise further than our ships.”
“Could be either, Sir. We haven’t analysed their drive systems but that enemy cap accelerated at a phenomenal speed to close within beam range. I’ve got my chief engineer on board the enemy light ship now and I hope we can have a better idea tomorrow.”
“Good. What’s your assessment of their fighting capabilities?”
“Well they don’t want for courage. That’s for sure and they are pretty smart on the tactics front too. From what we saw today their light ships are certainly not as powerful as our frigates. They’re really a big corvette. They have a salvo limit of just five missiles and we knocked out their second light ship with just a few hits, though we could have been lucky.”
“What about their capital ship?”
“Our calculations put its missile capacity at 100. It sustained significant hits and still was able to warp away. And it was able to project an effective beam out to what we estimate was 1500 kms. That’s one hell of a beam weapon. Better than anything we have.”
“1500 kms are you sure?”
“That’s what Chase Hanlon advised after he reviewed the plots. It must have one hell of a power source.”
“Yes it must. Anything else?”
“Their missiles aren’t as effective as ours. They’re shorter ranged, weren’t able to intercept other missiles as well as ours and the one of theirs that did hit us wasn’t as lethal. We were able to stand off at just inside 8,000 kms.”
“That’s very important intel. We need to get this to both Alliance and Fleet HQs asap. I’ll send a signal directly to the commander of the Wasp Group. So what do you think their next move will be?”
“That depends on what else they have on Chelora. We really need to find that out” said Warner.
“It will be ten days before we get that intel. The Alliance advise they will be sending in two of their best frigates. In the meantime we need to make some calculated guesses.”
“If they don’t have a force greater than what they sent in today, then they will probably wait for reinforcements. Otherwise, we can expect an even bigger force come knocking tomorrow.”
“I concur. If they do send a bigger force, then it’s unlikely you will be able to prevail like you have today.” Warner nodded. “The Wasp Group won’t be on Alpha Phi till the day after tomorrow and then it’ll need the best part of another day to warp here.”
“Sir, I think our earlier contingency planning still holds. If that occurs we delay until the base force warps away and we follow it to Alpha Phi.”
“Alright. But I think it wise we transfer the summit to Beta Phi. It’s just getting too dangerous here and we already have the enemy knocking on our door” said Pious.
“Fair enough Sir” responded Warner.
“Does this mean diverting heavy shuttle capacity to transfer the summit staff that is here” asked Rihan. “We really need every bit of it unloading the base force and drawing more supplies in.”
“Good point Commander. How about we transfer the summit staff back to Polaris with the regular shuttle runs and we’ll arrange for them to be moved to Beta Phi from there. I don’t think it matters now if the signing of a formal treaty is delayed. Actions speak louder than words and the commitment from our Alliance friends speaks volumes. Don’t you think?”
“Yes Sir” responded Rihan. Warner nodded.
 “Now what do you need in the way of support?” asked Pious.
“We’ve shot all our missiles. A shuttle with some emergency supplies has been despatched to the Washington. We can transfer the remaining ones from the Sydney to the Hermes tonight. But we’re still short around 70 missiles.”
“We had to suspend the shuttle transfers from the base force during the engagement but I’ll have more than that transferred by morning” said Rihan. 
“Excellent” said the Commondore. “Anything else?”
“No Sir just some sleep.”
“Right you are Captain. I’ll leave you to it then….And Captain”
“Sir”
“Well done and thank you.” 
Warner just nodded and Pious left the office.
“Come on handsome” Rihan said to Warner “I’ll show you your new berth. It’s got all the mod cons that only a mine can offer!”
“Terrific” said Warner rolling his eyes and standing up. Rihan put her arm around his waist. As they walked out Warner asked “I trust there will be no regulation spacing in force down there?”
“You’re in luck Captain. I make the regulations around here.”
“That’s handy.”
“It is, isn’t it?” and she switched off the light.
 



Chapter 22. Klaster 0800, 24 May.
Warner approached Herb Debeck in the dock. Herb was giving instructions to one of his crew. “Good morning Sir.”
“Good morning Herb. Have you had any sleep?”
“Not much. There’s been a lot to do.”
“Your marines offloaded?”
“Yes Sir, along with one of our warthogs. You will look after it won’t you?”
Warner smiled “trust me!”
But Herb knew better “that’s what I thought. What do I need a second one for anyway? You’ve got all my missiles too.”
“Yeh, much appreciated. It’ll lighten your load for the journey back to Polaris.”
“Gee thanks” replied Herb and then switching to a more serious note “I’m sorry we can’t stick around Sir.”
“Nonsense Herb. You did your best yesterday but you got unlucky. I didn’t know that cap could accelerate like that. Anyway there’s no shame on your part. Go get your ship repaired and high tail it back. We’ll save a bit of the action for you.”
“Thank you Sir. It was a good fight. When I saw that cap arrive, I really thought our number was up.”
“Yes it took me by surprise. But we did alright. Thanks for your support Herb. What time are you away?”
“That dragon of a Base Commander wants us out of here by 0900” and Herb gave his boss a wink.
“She better not hear you say that. You know her bite IS worse than her bark” and Warner gave him a big smile.
“Good luck Sir.”
“And to you too Herb.”
Warner walked the 100m to where 2nd Lt Val Gomez was. She was working her way through a manifest. “How’s it going Val?”
“We should have the rest of the missiles loaded in an hour. Refuelling’s finished. The techs are still repairing the shield and hull damage. When I last checked in with them a few minutes ago they were confident they would have it all done by 1000.”
“Good. We need to launch and take over CAP so the Washington can replenish.
“Yes Sir. We’ll be good to go at 1000 Sir. I’ll go and chase those techs up in a minute.”
“Thanks Val.”
A buggy came through the outer dock doors and headed over to Warner and stopped. Art got out and said with a smile “Congrats Captain. I hear you did good.”
“Hi Art…thanks…yes we did OK. But as to how good I just don’t know.”
“Well morale around here has certainly picked up.”
“Yeh, but you and I both know how quickly morale can drop” countered Warner. Art just nodded agreement. Changing the topic Warner went on “Are you and Sue going to be going back with the rest of the summit staff?”
“Nah, it appears the Commodore thinks our talents could be better employed helping to defend this place. Apparently, I’m the recipient of temporary Lt Commander’s commission and assigned the hifalutin title of Commander Base Defences. CBD for short. Although my new deputy, the lovely now Lt Chalker, thinks I don’t look anything like a central business district. There’s just no pleasing some people Dave.”
Warner was pleased to see Art in such good humour. “You two make a good couple.”
“Yes we do, don’t we.”
“Since you have a formal business relationship, are you going to formalise your personal relationship?”
“Now, now, now! Just because you’ve been hooked line and sinker doesn’t mean all us red blooded males need to follow suit.”
“Fair enough. But don’t let her get away Art. She’s the best thing that has happened to you in a long time.”
“No you’re wrong. She’s the best thing that has happened to me, period” and he grinned.
“So go on, make an honest woman out of her. What are you afraid of?”
Art stopped grinning. He thought about the question for a moment. He then looked at Dave with a more serious demeanour. “That she may turn me down.”
“For heaven’s sake, Art. You are probably the bravest man I know and here you are scared of making a commitment to someone you’ve just admitted is the best thing in your life.”
“I know…physical courage, even moral courage I can handle. It’s this personal courage that freaks me out.”
“That why you’ve never married?”
“Yeh.”
“Time to change?”
Art took a deep breath. “Yes it is. Dave. Don’t know how much we have left, do we?”
“No we don’t.”
“Thanks Dave. You’re a real friend. Got to go. I have a good woman to proposition.” Art smiled, climbed back in the buggy, parked it by the inner dock door and headed into the facility. He left Warner smiling.
Art found Sue briefing one of the marine platoon commanders. When she saw him she finished up and came over to him. She was looking happy and that was as well for Art. If the truth be known he would have probably baulked if her mood had been otherwise.
“Can we talk?” he asked.
“Of course. I’ve always got time for you, boss” she teased him.
“Come in here where we can have some privacy” he motioned and they entered a store room and shut the door.
“I think we did this last night Art. You’re a greedy boy, aren’t you?” and she kissed him on the lips. 
But he pushed her away gently. “No I said talk, remember.” 
Sue was now very intrigued “What about?”
“Us.”
“Us?” said Sue. Now she was extremely intrigued. 
“Yes us.” Art was struggling now. He hadn’t really thought through what he was going to say exactly. But here he was at the moment of decision and clear thinking was not coming easily. He had been here once before with another woman eight years ago and had baulked. He was determined not to fall short this time. “Marry me Sue” he blurted out. He then froze unable to add anything more by way of embellishment. He just looked at her petrified waiting for her to respond.
“Marry you?”
“Yes, marry me.”
“Is that it Art?” she was toying with him now. She could see her love almost trembling in fear and she was delighted to have him at her mercy. She was also going to string this out just a little longer. “You know a girl likes to hear a lot of sweet words at a moment like this preferably with some flowers and mood music under candlelight.”
Art was transfixed. His system was in lock down. He heard everything but was incapable of responding. Sue saw all of this and the hunter in her was delighted. “But here we are in a…” and she looked around and then continued “in a broom closet. Not even a ring either. Is there a ring Art?”
He just shook his head. “Disappointing Art, don’t you think?”
He just nodded in defeat prepared to receive the coup de grace that his paltry efforts deserved.
Sue realised that she had strung him along enough. “Yes I will” she said with firm conviction.
“You will what?” asked Art.
“Marry you, you goose” and she kissed him strongly. As her tongue probed his, he felt a wave of relief then gratitude and joy followed by passion. She felt him getting excited, jumped up and wrapped both her legs around him. He struggled to hold her and he stumbled forward only breaking his fall by taking hold of a cabinet. In the process, Sue only just regained her balance but she knocked over a pile of cleaning gear making a very loud noise. They both regained their balance and began laughing.
At that moment the door opened and a marine trooper looked in. Art and Sue froze in their compromised position and just looked at him like deer in the headlights. The trooper was a little surprised but not really. He simply said “Sorry Sir, Maam” and closed the door. To wit they both bust out laughing again.
 



Chapter 23. Hermes 0830, 24 May.
Ivan was just stirring. It had taken him ages to go to sleep after he got to his cabin late last night.  He had broken out in sweat several times as the boarding events were replayed in his subconscious. But he finally did get some rest and he knew he wouldn’t be back on duty for another hour and half. So he just lay there bringing his focus back to the awake state.
A few moments later Sherri opened the door using his pass key. She was on duty and in uniform but she just had to see him before he went back on duty. It seemed that everyone on board was conscious of time marching on and the potential for it to run right out very quickly. Sherri was no different and she wanted desperately to share a few more minutes with her love.
“Hi” she said.
“Hi” he responded. She came over and sat on the side of his bed. Ivan pulled himself up onto his elbow and looked up at her round face. Her dark hair glistened in what light there was. He reached forward and ran his fingers through it. She leaned into his fingers and he cupped the side of her face. She leaned towards him and they kissed tenderly. And it was tenderness that Ivan craved to salve the hard emotions of the previous night’s engagement.
Sherri responded with gentleness. For years now she had been the tough marine. She had shown the blokes that she could hack it. It’s what she knew a woman had to do to gain the respect in such a group. Or so she had thought. Ivan was changing that view.
She had been drawn to his strength on the battlefield and his sense of humour was very much to her liking. But it was only in these past few weeks that she had come to appreciate that his true strength lay in his softer side. He had shown her more kindness and gentleness than she had ever experienced. He somehow combined physical toughness with gentleness. He had taught her that it was possible to have both and this had touched her deeply.  
She sat back up and took off her shoes and climbed in next to him otherwise fully clothed. With his big frame there wasn’t much room but she rolled onto her side and he cuddled into her back. They lay like that for a good ten minutes, silent but content.
“We should marry” said Ivan.
“Yes we should” replied Sherri.
“Good” said Ivan.
“Yes it is good” said Sherri and she held his hand that was across her breast a little tighter and he pressed a little firmer. Then he kissed the back of her head and smelt her scent. His kisses descended down to her neck and she tilted her head to allow him into its nape. He began to gently suck her neck. She loved it. She released her hold on his hand allowing him to fondle her breast.
“This is ridiculous” called out Ivan “Get this uniform off. That’s an order!”
She laughed lightly and disentangled. She stood up and faced him and stripped slowly for him. She delighted in his reaction and then pushed him down on his back and mounted him.
 



Chapter 24. Klaster 0930, 24 May.
Warner separated from her hold for the third time. Her lips brushed over his cheek not wanting to part. She knew he would be leaving now. She knew their duties demanded that they part. But these partings in the face of danger weren’t getting any easier - quite the reverse. She knew she couldn’t keep repeating her advice to him about not being a hero. But she knew he knew that. How was it possible for them to be so much in sync?
Rihan enjoyed their meditation together this morning. It was like so much was condensed into that short time together. Everything was unstated but there was so much communion. She still struggled with the interrupting thoughts but the effort of maintaining focus was worth it. She felt even closer to him now. It was another form of intimacy, a bond that tied them together. 
She looked into his eyes. She saw the strength there and while she loved that strength, she knew it was responsible in part for his leaving. In her mind’s eye she stole some of his strength, drawing it out from his eyes. She needed it now. She was determined to hold it together this time.
Warner saw not the pleading but the resolve in her eyes. He was grateful for it. It made it easier somehow. Not that his own heart ached any less but knowing that he wouldn’t be turning his back on a wailing spirit made what he had to do just that little bit easier. He nodded his head to hers and then kissed her lightly on the forehead and said “Got to go honey. I love you.”
“I love you too honey” she responded and then couldn’t help herself adding “Play safe!”
“I always do when you’re not around” and he smiled at her.
She smiled back and waved as he left. As he turned the corner and left her sight, she said to herself ‘Now that wasn’t too bad.’ But then she lost it and her eyes watered. She quickly dabbed them with a tissue, took a deep breath in and turned towards her terminal.
 



Part 5 

Struggle
 
 
In the midst of the smoke, the shot and the scream
It’s hard to be sure of what you’ve seen.
Some will rise and some will fall;
Some will never cross the wall.
Fear dominates. Rashness grips 
Courage conquers and weakness slips.
Where you stand in the rattle and hum
Determines who you will become.



Chapter 1.  Hermes 1100, 24 May.
“Washington Sunray this is Hermes Sunray” hailed Warner as the Hermes neared bogey 1’s position. The Washington was just a few kilometres away.
“Sir it’s good to have some company” said Reina. There was genuine relief in her voice. The Washington had been out here for over 12 hours on its Pat Malone with just six missiles in its magazines.
“Everything alright Reina?”
“Yes Sir. Nothing to report except that the tech team seem to be a little excited about their discoveries. Looks like the enemy vessel is powered by some new propulsion system they’ve never seen before.”
“I’m sure that Chief Rapperberg will be giving me the good news shortly.”
“Yes I think he will.”
“We’re going to attach an old bog-standard propulsion system to this vessel and try and remotely land it on Klaster. Then the boffins can really go to town on her.”
“Do you want us to do the remote piloting before replenishment?”
“No you better head back without delay, replenish and be ready to launch back up by 1400. I know this isn’t much time and your crew deserve a break but the Sydney’s headed out for Polaris and so it’s just the two of us now. I need both ships up and ready asap.”
“Understood Sir. I’ll recover my marines and be on our way.”
“Thanks Reina.”
“Chase?” 
“Yes Sir” responded Chase who was the watch officer.
“I’ll let you manage the vessel recovery and piloting. Have the shuttle bring back Gunter and ask him to come and see me in my cabin. You have the ship.”
“Roger Sir.”
It took Chase and the crew just an hour and a half to get the remote piloting underway. As the Hermes glided back at what would be regarded as a snail’s pace, Gunter Rapperberg knocked on his Captain’s door.  He heard a faint “Come in” and opened the door. “You asked for me Sir?”
“Yes Chief. Please take a seat. I’ll just be a minute.” Warner continued looking through yesterday’s logs. Then he turned to Gunter. “Commander Suzuki tells me you got all excited about the enemy’s propulsion systems.”
“Yes Sir. They are amazing. Nothing like ours. I take it you want the simplified version?”
“If you don’t mind, Chief” and Warner smiled.
Gunter nodded and continued “Well I don’t know for sure but I think they have perfected a fast ion drive.”
“Isn’t that a tautology?”
“Well it would be for the ion drives we’ve developed but they seemed to have found a way to accelerate rapidly with an ion drive.”
“Well that capital ship of theirs certainly accelerated faster than anything our capitals can do.”
“Exactly Sir. We’re going to need a lot more time to work it out. It would be best to get this back to Polaris.”
“OK but first we’ll get it back to Klaster and then let Fleet worry about it.”
“What about their other systems? Have you had time to look into them?”
“A little Sir. We broke open one of their terminals. Looks like organic computing.”
“Really. Gee!” and Warner was deep in thought.
“You’re wondering what other advantages they have over us?”
“Yeh.”
“Well if it’s any comfort Sir, their hydraulics are crap and climate control systems look pretty primitive too. Not to mention what we already know about their missile performance. So I’d say that they have given research priorities to different areas than what we have.”
“Mmm… so they’ve focused on drive and warp tech so they can cover large distance and move fast.”
“Exactly Sir. Which means they have probably come from a lot further than the Gelk systems are to ours.”
“Good work Chief. You’re not just a pretty face” and Warner smiled appreciatively.
“As well Sir. As well!”
“Can you write up a report for the Fleet techs? How long do you need?”
“I can have a preliminary one ready by the end of the day….subject to development of course.”
“Better get a quick and dirty brief ready by 1400 and send it.”
“Will do Sir. I better get cracking.”
“Thanks Chief. We don’t pay you enough.”
“That’s what I’ve been telling them” and Gunter left.



Chapter 2. Hermes 1420, 24 May.
Chase glided bogey 1 down onto Klaster space port. His landing was a tad rough but that’s what happens Chase told himself when you try and pilot a ship down with only a small camera view and instruments to go on. In any event both Chase and Warner were happy to be free of it. 
“Hermes this is Klaster Control. We have her now. There’s quite a crowd down here.”
“Good to hear Control. We’re oscar mike” said Chase.
“Roger that. Control out.”
Warner hailed the Washington. It had launched on time at 1400 fully replenished.
“Reina, form up to our right rear, bearing 120 relative, horizontal separation 10 K, vertical 1 K.”
“Moving into formation now Sir.”
“We’ll do a set of lazy eights as we did yesterday. Same SOPs (Standard Operating Procedure)?”
“Roger.”
They patrolled the belt without incident. At 1600 Chase handed over the watch to Aubrey. 
“Chase come and have a coffee with me will you” asked Warner.
“Sure Sir” he responded.
They sat down in the officers mess with their cups. Chase also had one of Crankey’s rock cakes and was munching into it with some gusto. “You look like you’re enjoying that, Chase” said Warner. Chase’s mouth was too full for him to reply. He raised his hand to his mouth but then lowered it and gave up any attempt to speak for fear of the consequences. Warner just smiled and continued “I realise you’ve just come off watch but can you modify those profiles to strip out the Sydney and can you do that as soon as you finish here?”
Finally Chase was able to swallow “Sure Sir. It won’t take me long.”
“Can you also adjust the attack profiles so we effect a glancing path rather than the deeper one we did yesterday. We can’t afford to get caught by their acceleration again.”
“Of course Sir. That cap really moved didn’t it?”
“Yes it’s an awesome capability. I wonder how long they can sustain it for?”
“There’s only one way to find that out Sir but I don’t recommend it.”
“Don’t worry Chase, I’m not going to be risking our ships to find out.”
Chase looked genuinely relieved.
“How are you holding out Chase?”
“Bit tired Sir. It’s not that I’ve been running around physically but yesterday’s engagement scared the shit out of me. Don’t get the wrong idea Sir I’m not going to run away or anything…”
“I understand, Chase. Combat like that places you under extreme stress and it lingers a long time after the action’s stopped. It’s to be expected. And anyone who wasn’t scared yesterday I don’t want on my ship. That fear can do either one of two things. It either makes you flee or fight. Either way the adrenalin it pumps into you sharpens your awareness and reflexes. So if you can control the urge to flee it actually helps you cope and perform better. It’s nature’s way of increasing your chances of survival.” 
“Yes Sir.”
“You did well yesterday and I want to make sure that you don’t blame yourself for what happened to the Sydney. That was my call and not knowing about the enemy’s acceleration I’d make it again. The key thing about command is that you make the best decision at the time based on what you know at that time. It’s good to review and assess how things could have been done better but rarely does blame help make you a better commander.”
“Thank you Sir. I appreciate that.”
“OK we better get back to it.”
 



Chapter 3. Hermes 1620, 24 May.
When Warner arrived back in the command centre Aubrey told him there was nothing to report. He told her to carry on and sat down in his chair. He wasn’t looking at anything in particular. His mind was back on Klaster. He was thinking about how happy he had become since committing to Rihan. He considered how lucky he was to have found someone after losing Amy and the kids. ‘I wonder if Rihan wants to have children’ he asked himself.
“Light ship, bogey 1 arriving bearing 15 range 4200” cried out Crystal. Warner’s day dreaming came to an abrupt end.
“Aubrey advise base force. Chase?”
“Yes Sir.”
“We’ve company. Finish off those profiles and get up here pronto.”
“Right Sir.”
“Another light ship is arriving, bogey 2, bearing 17 range 4000” called out Crystal. “Bogey 2 vectoring to face and accelerating.”
“Same as yesterday” called out Warner. “Time to intercept?”
“2 minutes” called out Crystal. “Enemy cap arriving, bogey 3 bearing 16 range 4100….bogey 2 has turned to face and is accelerating….time to intercept 1 minute 50.”
Warner studied the tracks on the main display. It looked like the same pattern as yesterday.
“Is that the same cap as yesterday?”
“No Sir, different signature.”
“Right, Hermes Missiles engage bogey 1 on intercept, 5 for 1. Washington Missiles engage bogey 2 on intercept, 5 for 1.”
All eyes were on the main display watching the range rings moving towards each other. All eyes except Crystal’s. Hers were glued to her terminal and just as well. “Another cap arriving, bogey 4, bearing 315 range 5000. And another, bogey 5, bearing 5100 range 5200. Two more light ships, bogeys 6 and 7. More caps, bogeys 8, 9, 10. Fighters launched. One of them is a carrier…”
“Shit. Pilot, bank right and vector to Klaster.”
“Roger.”
“Base Force, warp away NOW!”
“Control, we have multiple enemy caps and carrier arriving. Alert code red.”
“Chase invoke retrograde profile 2.”
“Invoking.”
“Washington Sunray?”
“Sir.”
“We are invoking retrograde profile 2. We will cover you as best we can from the enemy ships. Buster to Klaster and prevent those fighters from attacking the base force till she warps away. Then you warp away.”
“Understood. Bustering now.”
“Crystal, SITREP?”
“Two groups of enemy ships. Each has 3 caps and 3 lights. One of those caps is a carrier. Group 1 to our left rear is accelerating to Klaster. Group2 to our right rear is accelerating to us. They are overtaking us. Intercept in 2 minutes. Thirty fighters heading to Klaster ETA in 7 minutes.”
“Time for Group 1 to reach intercept range of Klaster?”
“Eight minutes Sir.”
“Automatic engagement authorised” ordered Warner. He knew that with the amount of firepower bearing down on them he had no hope of controlling engagements effectively. He also knew that the retrograde profile would doom them. It was designed to conduct a series of shallow bends in which they could engage the enemy with missiles at each turn. But that would now allow the enemy to overtake them.
“Abort retrograde profile 2.”
“Aborting” called out Chase.
“Pilot. Buster to Klaster minus 100.”
“Bustering now” and the thrusters kicked into overdrive. His only hope now was to outrun the enemy and pray by not warping he kept the enemy ships focussed on him.
“Time to objective?”
“8 minutes.”
“Group 1 turning to intercept” called out Crystal.
“Good!” called out Warner much to the horror of everyone else in the command centre. Now they had both groups targeting them. Any chances of survival were just halved. But this meant the base force just might get away.
“Group 1 accelerating. Intercept for both groups in 6 minutes.”
As the Hermes screamed at max speed across the belt towards Klaster, two groups of enemy ships bore down from different angles designed to trap it. The fastest ship in the Federation fleet would normally expect to pull away at this stage but that wasn’t happening.
“Intercept in 5 minutes.”
Intercept in 4 minutes.”
At mach 150 the Hermes had just moved 2500 kms. Another 2500 kms and Crystal called out “Intercept in 3.”
Tension was at an all-time high. No one deluded themselves as to their chance of survival if just one of the enemy groups opened up on them. If these caps had the same payload as the one from yesterday then they could unleash 300 missiles to their 50. It would be a no contest and everyone knew it.
By now the enemy fighters were gaining on the Washington in the race for Klaster. Reina too had switched to automatic engagement. Her first missile salvos fired.
“Hermes this is Washington. Engaging enemy fighters.”
“Roger” replied Warner. “Base Force ETA to warp?”
“Three minutes.”
“Roger you have incoming enemy fighters. Washington is engaging and will cover.”
“Thank you.”
“Control you have enemy fighters inbound ETA 2 minutes.”
“Intercept in 2 minutes.”
By now it was looking hopeless. Just two minutes left to live. Aubrey was sweating and the strain showed on her face. Chase had an almost resigned look on his. Ivan’s was of intense concentration as was Crystal’s. But her focus was on her terminal.
“Intercept in 1.”
“Washington’s been hit” called out Chase.
“Reina SITREP?” demanded Warner.
“2 missile hits. Hull integrity holding. Shields at 20%. Thrusters 80. Engaging fighters 16 remaining.”
“Roger.”
“Intercept in 30 secs…wait enemy groups decelerating….intercept in 1 minute….intercept in 1.30…intercept in 2.”
A huge sigh of relief came from Aubrey and Warner too took a breath for the first time in over a minute. 
“Hermes this is Klaster Control. Base Force has warped away.”
“Thank you Control. We have to go. Hold tight. We will be back.”
“Understood. Don’t take too long. Out”
“Aubrey. Warp away.”
“Preparing to Warp.”
“Reina warp away.”
“Washington preparing to warp.”
“Warp in 1 minute” said Aubrey.
“Reina. SITREP on fighters?”
“8 remaining. We’re out of missiles. Engaging with cannon. Warping in 20 secs.”
“Good luck. See you on Alpha Phi.”
“And to you, Sir.”
“Warp in 5, 4, 3, 2, away.”
They had somehow survived and for that Warner was truly grateful. He closed his eyes and offered thanks to his Guru. Her protective grace along with his own efforts, like the two wings of the bird, had borne him once more away from the jaws of death.
But then his thoughts turned to the other woman in his life. She was now in mortal peril and he was unable to assist for at least another two days. He could only imagine the drama now unfolding on Klaster.
He took some comfort in knowing that he had fulfilled his duty. The base force had survived as had the Washington and his own ship and crew. They would all live to fight another day. He prayed that his love, Rihan, would keep her head down and stay safe till that day.
 



Chapter 4. Klaster 1630, 24 May.
2nd Lt Omar Hussain was staring at his mobile display. He was by nature an earnest, hard-working young man. He peered at the display with his grey-green eyes. His coffee coloured complexion was getting darker as his blood pressure rose. He took a breath in. He was resolved to do his duty.
The range rings of the enemy ships were closing in. At 20,000 kms he gave his heavy batteries the order to open fire priority on the enemy caps in Group 1. He chose this as they were the group originally going straight for Klaster and so most likely to be containing assault forces.
His two heavy batteries had six launchers each and each tube had only 20 missiles. That gave him 240 long range Plectra missiles to play with. He had another 24 light launchers with a total of 480 Movon short range missiles. He had no illusions about the long term survivability of his batteries. He had ordered his crews to up stumps and hightail it to the respective entrances once he gave the word or once they had exhausted their stocks. 
To give them the best chance to live he was going to fire his heavies now while they were in standoff range from the enemy. His light batteries only had a range of 10,000 kms. They would have to wait till the very end. His estimate was that the enemy would close to their intercept range (8,000kms) in just three minutes. In theory he would have almost a minute in which his lights could engage the enemy ships before they could fire but he knew that their priority had to be to take out the enemy missiles.
His screen was now showing a virtual stream of tracks hurtling towards bogey 8 from battery 1 near the facility and another towards bogey 9 from battery 4 on the ridge. The heavy launchers had a theoretical maximum rate of fire of 20 missiles per minute but this was rarely achieved though Omar thought that they would come close to breaking the record. There certainly wasn’t any thought for the long term maintenance of the launchers.
Enemy runners were now arcing to his missile tracks. There were just too many to bother to count. A quick look at the sidebar told him 52 runners in total. Friendly missiles were at 96 and counting.
“Yes” Omar called out and he spotted some leakers heading towards bogeys 8 and 9. A glance at the sidebar told him 12 leakers and counting. But then the number dropped as the caps’ close in cannon joined the fray. A few seconds later he had what he was hoping for.
“Hits 1, 2, 3, 4 and counting on bogey 8” called out Omar. Somehow bogey 9 escaped. “More hits on bogey 8. 22 hits and counting. 5 hits on bogey 9. Bogey 8’s gone.”
“Yeeha!” yelled his offsider Sgt Bill Withers.
“15 hits on bogey 9 and counting.”
He looked at the range rings just as a warning signal flashed to advise they were now within enemy intercept range. And sure enough he now had enemy runners hurtling towards Klaster.
“Estimated target?” he called out.
“I have 20 at the ridge and 20 inbound here” advised Bill. “Control we have incoming on ridge and here. ETA 2 minutes.”
Omar knew that pandemonium had already broken out as non-essential staff fled to the respective entrances. He could only imagine what this news would do. Another warning flashed telling him that light batteries could now engage.
He activated profiles 3 and 4 and almost immediately could hear the roar of the nearby Battery 2. His screen was now showing tracks everywhere.
“Base Defence this is Battery 1 we’re empty and oscar mike.”
“Roger. Battery 4. Status?”
“Firing last rounds now. Will be oscar mike in 1.”
‘Shit’ thought Omar they’re not going to make it. “Go now repeat go now.”
“Roger.”
And Omar was right. No less than 4 enemy missiles slammed into the battery position slaughtering half the crew. Omar saw the impact on his screen and looked across to Bill. They both knew what had just happened. These were troopers they had been messing with for the last few weeks. Omar pulled himself up just as three loud explosions occurred about a kilometre from his location. Omar looked to his screen and saw they had missed everything. He was relieved but had no time to savour it. 
A warning flashed to say 20 seconds to impact for next enemy salvo. His lights were taking a pretty good toll of the enemy runners but the enemy leakers count was climbing. He now had 33. His total available missile count showed less than 100. He was trying to decide whether to abort now or to stay and use up the remaining missiles. 
“Omar?” cried out Bill.
“Abandon all batteries” cried out Omar. Bill was out the door and running down the corridor. Omar saw something on the screen. He glanced to see new tracks heading this way. But they weren’t missiles.
“Control incoming transports…” but he never finished his sentence. Omar never knew what hit him. The beam fried him and the entire fourth wing of the facility.
 



Chapter 5. Klaster 1640, 24 May.
Bill Withers ran like he had never run before. Never the fittest in the crew, Bill was now wishing he had worked out more. He was pumping his wiry legs and his chest was heaving. 
The heat behind him was ferocious. He could hear the metal behind him crumpling, cracking and hissing. He rounded the corner and came to the first exit beacon. The smell of burnt plastic and, who knows what, other toxic compounds was sweeping through the corridor from behind him. The fumes were filling the space ahead and he hadn’t grabbed his helmet with its thermal vision. 
He was coughing now but could see another beacon ahead. He daren’t stop. He rounded another corner, saw another beacon and then another corner, passed some doors but there was nothing in there alive anyway. His ears were ringing from the tearing sound that pursued him. He rounded yet another corner. He whacked into a barricade and hit his left knee. “God that hurt” he yelled. He stumbled around it and then hit another one with his right shoulder. It was now thumping with pain. He heard some noise ahead but couldn’t make it out over the ringing sound. He could hardly breathe but forced his legs to push a little more. 
Then something grabbed him and pulled him up stop. A suited somebody was manhandling him to someone else. They forced a breathing apparatus onto his face. He sucked in the high oxy mix and for the first time in two minutes felt like he might survive. His ears were still ringing and he couldn’t make out words but the guy who had him by the collar left him in no doubt as to where he should go. They grabbed the mask away from him and a helmet appeared from somewhere. It was placed very roughly over his head and rubbed hard against his left ear. “Shit” he yelled out. But he knew he had to lock it on. He heard the click as it locked and started to breathe deeply again. The guy next to him turned his thermals on and was now pointing. He was also saying something but Bill couldn’t make it out. He stumbled forward.
Another suit appeared in front and grabbed him by the arm and manhandled him into a pile of other people. The elevator, it must be the elevator, thought Bill. Then someone else pushed him in the back, forcing him into the person in front. It was getting so tight. He felt like a sardine. He heard a door close behind him and then he was descending. The smoke in the elevator was forced out as they dropped. He could finally make out the face of the person in front. They looked terrified. He wasn’t sure if it was because of what they were looking at. They were looking at him and yes he was terrified.
Up above Sue Chalker was counting. She was shy two people. “Rihan” she hailed. 
“I’ll be there in a minute” and Rihan terminated. She was desperately trying to activate the backup fire control system. She was in her suit with helmet and thermals. The console on the wall was hard to make out. She turned off the thermals and hit the helmet light. Yes she could see it now. Her hand moved to the control and she hit it, just as she was grabbed from behind.
She instinctively struggled but it was useless. Whoever it was, was far stronger and their grip could not be forced.
“Sir. You must come now” said Cpl Dan Tomishenko, the guard posted to look after her. He was a huge man with biceps bigger than most people’s thighs. Not the brightest on the team, but Dan now knew that time was up. He didn’t wait for an answer. Instead he threw his commanding officer over his big shoulders and carried her out in a fireman’s hold. 
Rihan gave up any effort at further struggle. What was her dignity anyway? Without her thermals she was soon lost as her head swayed from side to side as the big marine slalomed his way down through the barricades. He planted her back on to her feet opposite Sue.
“Sir” was all Dan said and stepped away. The soft glow of light illuminating Sue’s face showed her relief. But she didn’t have much time.
“Rihan, you must get into the elevator now.”
Rihan just nodded and Sue guided her in gently. Rihan looked around and saw that the elevator was only half full. “Where are the others?”
Sue just shook her head, then hit the door control and she was lost to sight.
“Hugo?” hailed Sue.
“Sir” said 2nd Lt Hugo Pirelli the commander of 1st Pl charged with defending the elevator. Fresh out of junior officer school he had only been assigned to this company two weeks before. His small frame was crouched behind a barrier and his narrow face betrayed real fear.
“Where are you?”
“Near the main entrance.”
“Can you see any enemy movement yet?”
“Not since the first transport landed.” I have nothing on my scanner.
“Any more casualties?”
“No, apart from Fergus, Bravo Team is still good. You?
“Withers made it but not Omar. Looks like the techs out in the dock got fried. Otherwise Alpha Team here is good, as is Charlie Team below.”
“Hell” exclaimed Hugo “another beam attack on the second wing. We’re sitting ducks here.”
“Hold it together Lieutenant. There just prepping us up before the assault. They won’t be creating a pile of rubbish to block their way in.”
“Enemy soldiers spotted” and Hugo began firing. Sue could hear the thumps and thuds of pulse fire through the open channel. The inexperienced Hugo still hadn’t closed it. “I count 20 or so on the scanner.”
“Fire and move your way back now” ordered Sue.
“Roger.”
“Bravo Team, the enemy assault has started. To your positions” ordered Sue. “Charlie Team, enemy assault underway. How long till that elevator gets here?”
“It still hasn’t reached us. Looks like another couple of minutes to go before it’s down and then five for the return.”
“Just get everyone out asap and then hit the return. We need it here yesterday.”
“Roger.”
The sound of pulse fire could be heard down through the corridors. Sue listened to the Bravo Team channel and Hugo’s commands for his groups to move. ‘Maybe he’ll work out after all’ thought Sue. She was definitely worried about him earlier. He looked like he was going to lose it. But the heat of action can do that and the power of training drills helps to occupy the mind and keep it from focusing on the danger.
A series of explosions told Sue that grenades were being used. Hugo’s voice had steadied. He was doing alright and then it stopped.
“Hugo?” hailed Sue. Nothing. “Hugo?”
“Perez here. He’s gone maam” said Cpl Simone Perez. Another explosion.
“Perez?” Nothing. “Perez?” Nothing. “Alpha Team get ready. Incoming soldiers.”
Sue took cover behind the last barricade. “Charlie Team, ETA on elevator?”
“4 minutes.”
“Right…We’ll pile in here and descend when it arrives. Once we get past the baffle hit the baffle switch and be ready to shut down the elevator once we get to the bottom.”
“Roger.”
Sue looked at her scanner. She could see the red dots channelling through the corridor. They were too dense to count, but the total figure on the sidebar showed 32. “30 plus incoming” she hailed on the 1st Pl channel.
Up front on the first barricade was Trooper Tony Pang. His barricade was about ten metres from the corner ahead. He had his pulse rifle up on full auto. A strand of his black hair was caught in the padding of his helmet. It was annoying the hell out of him but he knew he couldn’t do anything about it now. He gave his helmet a bump with his left arm and then re gripped the stock of his rifle. He was going to let it rip as soon as he saw one of these things come around the corner. The toxic smoke had all but dissipated now that the backup fire control had cut in. But there were no lights, just his thermals to rely on.
He would fire then double back behind the third barricade, passing his mate Freddy Shirer on barricade 2. Freddy was a small man built up through zealous work outs. He would throw a grenade over barricade 1 and after it went up blaze away at the corner position. Well that was the plan they agreed on. Now that contact was imminent Tony was having second thoughts on it. Would he be able to get around the second barricades before he got shot? Noises coming. Shit. Then he took a deep breath. He resolved to stick to the plan anyway.
“What’s that sound” he called out “the scraping and bumping sound?” But no one responded. A dark suited figure rounded the corner. ‘Christ thought Tony. He’s huge.’ The figure’s helmet touched the roof and it was bending over. Its arms held a weapon of some sort and the figure was peering ahead. 
Tony pulled a long burst, at least five rounds. They struck true and the figure fell to the ground. Tony swivelled and charged on the angle to round the second barricade. A grenade was thrown by this incredible long arm around the corner and high. But it hit the netting that had been erected for just that purpose and bounced back rolling off the corner wall. It went off and ripped the thrower to shreds, plus his mate behind him.
Tony made the third barricade. His team leader Sgt Kate Toomey, grabbed him in case he kept running. She pushed him across from her and when she saw him face up, she returned her gaze down the corridor. Kate was a veteran with a rep for keeping her cool. Her blue eyes were focusing hard now. She shifted her left leg so she could lean in better, content that her strong thigh muscles were providing a good foundation.
Another grenade was rolled in on the floor just as Freddy Shirer’s grenade rounded the corner. Both went off at the same time but only Freddy’s hit pay dirt. The enemy grenade bounced back from the second barricade by which time Freddy had ducked behind it. His ears hurt from the blast but otherwise he was good. He popped up and gave a burst down to the corridor. Sue’s scanner showed the red dots had stopped pressing forward. The count now read 26. Then the dots started moving forward fast. “Enemy charging” she hailed.
Freddy popped up firing a long burst at the first two shapes that rounded the corner. They were attempting to charge and were firing their weapons as they came around. These were of necessity un-aimed shots.  Freddy’s aim was true and he got them both. He fired again at the next two who were struggling now to get over their fallen buddies. He got one but the survivor fired a grenade launcher straight at him. It took Freddy’s head clean off.
Tony saw his mate fall as he popped up to fire. It enraged him and he just held his trigger down emptying the magazine into the oncoming figures. Kate Toomey threw a grenade and grabbed Tony, pulling him down behind the barricade. The explosion took the momentum out of the charge. Another six enemy bodies piled up in the corridor but they had the first barricade.
“How long till that bloody lift arrives?” asked Sue.
“1 minute” came the response.
Tony was shaking behind the barricade. The image of his best friend headless was all he saw. The shock had paralysed him. Kate was popping up and letting off a short burst, then ducking down. Tony should have been popping up as she was going down so that they were providing a constant fire. She needed him and she needed him now. “Tony” she yelled. But he wasn’t listening. She gave him a whack across the helmet with the side of her rifle. That got his attention. He shook himself out of it and popped up and returned fire.
Another grenade was hurled but hit the netting above them and bounced back towards the enemy. Another red dot disappeared from Sue’s scanner. She could see more of the red dots crowding near the corner. She knew they were preparing for another charge.
The elevator arrived. ‘Thank God for that’ thought Sue. “Alright it’s time to go everyone. Kate, fire and move your team back to the elevator.”
“Roger” responded Kate. “On my command, Group 2 covering fire. Group 1, with me. Move to elevator.”  She lobbed and rolled two grenades. Immediately after they went off she said “Move” and pushed Tony in front of her. Tony zigzagged past barricade 4 and 5 and ducked behind 6 as a burst of fire came perilously close to cutting him in half. Kate had fallen over and was grabbed by Dan Tomishenko and pulled behind barricade 5. 
Troopers Krishna Kappalla and Gebre Salassie on Barricade 4 were alternatively popping up and firing almost constantly now. Pulse shot was falling all around them. But it was not well aimed. The enemy was having a hard time of it. The bodies of their fallen were constricting them. One of their leaders started organising for the bodies to be pulled back around the corner so they could have more room. Two of them were firing in the general direction to provide covering fire for this little operation.
“Kate?” yelled out Sue.
“Sir.”
“What the hell are you waiting for?”
Kate sat and then crouched regaining her breath. She took a deep breath in and charged out towards barricade 6. She took three big steps and then dived and rolled in behind it. Sue arrested her motion and held her. Kate looked up, her breathing fast and furious, but boy she was glad to have made it.
“Barricade 5 covering fire. Barricade four and Tony, in the elevator.”
Now it was the turn of Dan and his buddy, Trooper Samantha Stone, to pop up and fire. Sam, as she preferred to be called, looked like a midget next to Dan but despite her small stature she was fit and strong. She shot up and took aim. But now with more room to manoeuvre, the enemy soldiers had pushed in behind barricades one and two. They had four soldiers laying down fire and were quickly winning the fire fight. Samantha Stone was shot in the helmet. She lost compression. She knew that she had to run or suffocate. She made a dash behind, holding her breath while her lungs screamed for air. She was hit in the back and then her shoulder before she fell splaying her arms forward. She raised her head and tried with her good arm to raise her body but was quickly raked with fire. She didn’t get up again.
Seeing Sam fall, Sue and Kate opened up on the enemy just as two more tried to push for barricade 3. They were both hit. One fell and the other crashed in behind the barricade. Dan could no longer pop up due to the intensity of the enemy fire. They now had six shooters to their three. Dan rolled a grenade from around the edge of the barricade. It went off in between two and three. He charged for the sixth barricade and made it. When he sat himself up next to Kate, he was gulping in air and his chest was pounding. He hadn’t thought he would make it.
Tony Pang started firing from behind the elevator door. He yelled “Come on”. Sue patted Kate and Dan on the shoulder and she then popped up and returned fire. First Kate and then Dan made a run at the elevator some ten metres away. Dan was hit in his left forearm. He felt it whack and lost control of it. It just went slack and hung there like a dead weight. His suit auto sealed at the elbow. It hurt like crazy but he was now charging like a man possessed and his momentum was too great to stop him. He barrelled forward knocking Kate over and into the elevator like a ten pin bowling pin. She crashed into the far wall and was knocked out. Krishna grabbed her and pulled her back behind the open door. Gebre could see Dan lying there and instinctively rushed out and dragged him by his collar. The pain on his wounded left arm was unbearable and Dan let out a mighty scream but no one other than him heard it. 
“Come on” Tony once more hailed to Sue. She was all alone now. The fire being poured into the space around her was ferocious. She took out two grenades and lobbed them both along the floor as two enemy charged to barricade 4. The grenades went off just as they reached their objective only to blow them back down the corridor. Tony was firing high down the corridor. Sue pushed off and charged towards the elevator. Pulse fire was now coming back. She dived and rolled and rolled again into the elevator crashing her head into Dan’s leg.
Tony reached for the elevator control.
“Wait” ordered Sue. She pulled the demolition trigger from her belt and fired the control. “Now” she cried out. The lift was already descending as the corridor above was flattened by the charges Sue had laid earlier.
Sue looked to her scanner, but the shielding was already preventing any readings. But she knew that few of the enemy would have survived that.
“Charlie Team?” she hailed.
“Sir.”
“Close the baffles as soon as we pass and be ready to assist wounded on arrival. Once we’re clear activate the blast doors.”
“Roger.”
Sue was sitting on the floor, her back against the wall. Blood was oozing out of Dan’s arm. Gebre was applying pressure to constrict it. Dan was in a lot of pain and it showed on his sweat-soaked face. His helmet was fogging up. Krishna was trying to prop up Kate but she was out cold. Tony was still standing, with his rifle cradled in his arms surveying the scene just as Sue was. She could see the anxiety on his face but it was now turning to relief as it dawned on him that they had survived. He even managed a half smile at Sue. It was only then that Sue felt the throbbing in her left eye and she knew she would have a whopper of a black eye in the morning.
 



Chapter 6. Pulton 1 1645, 24 May.
Art was staring in amazement at the beam attack on the facility. It worried him sick. His fiancée was there and he couldn’t bear to lose her not on the day he had finally committed to her. He was about to hail her when something else distracted him.
His scanner just picked up a line of red dots moving towards the Pulton 1 mine entrance. “Here they come” he called out to 2nd Pl A Coy. 
2nd Pl was deployed in a similar fashion to 1st Pl with Alpha Team forward at the dock entrance. Their job was to delay with fire and movement. 2nd Pl was at the elevator entrance and 3rd Pl was down below on Level 1 outside the elevator doors there. Thankfully there wasn’t the mass exodus of staff to contend with like at the facility. But two heavy transports were still waiting to go down the heavy utility lift. It was currently descending with a full load. The light utility lift was up and waiting.
The dock was a very large area in its own right. Once entry was gained through the outer door it opened up wide, about 100m wide by 200m deep. It was big enough to accommodate a dozen heavy vehicles side by side. Looking from inside to the outer doors, there was a raised reinforced dock running along the inner or back wall from the right to the roadway on the left. It had three doors. The largest D1 was the huge vehicle door over the road on the left. Another personnel door D2 was 10m right of that and there was another personnel door D3 about 60m further right again. 
 It was on the dock that Alpha Team had set up its first position, Group 1. This comprised half the team. Cpl Hafa Boutros was with the quanto gunner, Trooper Bolin Cheng. 
His team members called Hafa ‘dadda’ behind his back because he was a good ten years older than most of them. He had to trim his black moustache of any grey hairs to avoid encouraging them further. His dark, almost black deep-set eyes looked across the dock. 
They had blasted a hole into the dock at the right in front of D3 and placed a mobile shield in front through which they would fire. The shield was oriented to face half left. That way the quanto could bring enfilade fire across a line of attackers advancing on the main door. 
Bolin made a last minute check of his quanto. He was a bit of a joker and had a tendency to go too far with his wise cracks. But on this occasion the jokes weren’t flowing.
At the left hand edge of the raised dock Troopers Drew Minos and Sully Barak manned a similar position but their shield faced directly ahead towards the outer doors. Drew and Sully were known as the wog boys and that was a title they wore with pride. They had been best mates since recruit training six years ago and they had seen plenty of active service since then. But it was for their sense of humour that they were known and liked. 
“Hey Drew how come we always end up at the sharp end?” Sully asked. 
“It’s in our blood, mate. Your great to the power of ten grandad and mine were cutthroat types and these jokers know that. They’re not going to put the girls up here are they? Real men, that’s what they want.” And flexing his arm muscles Drew added “and that’s what they got mate. Don’t you worry we’ll show these snakes a thing or two.” 
“It was a horse wasn’t it?” asked Sully.
“No, I said snakes mate” replied Drew.
“No! I mean your lot at Troy, they came out the arse end of a horse didn’t they? So that proves your lot were full of shit. Doesn’t it?”
“Very droll Sully. That was so lame mate even for a wog boy like you.”
“Sorry Drew it was the best I could come up with under the circumstances. All this talk of snakes has put me off my stroke” responded Sully.
“Now who’s full of it?” came back Drew.
The other half of Alpha Team, Group 2, was in depth in the ante tunnel behind the dock inner doors. Here the team leader Sgt Tarik Johnston had positioned Troopers Taleen Gregorian and Madga Hagen forward. Their position was literally dug into the rock on the right hand side of the road 100m from the dock doors. Tarik and his quanto gunner, Trooper Miko Lampo were the backstop. They were another 100m down the road, also dug in. There were two further alternate positions further back at 100m intervals. The last was outside the door to the main entrance.
There was little room to manoeuvre in the tunnel. Looking back to the dock the road ran along the left hand side and dominated the tunnel. On the right was a walkway on top of which ran the air conditioning ducts and cabling. There was a half-height wall running the length of the tunnel between the road and walkway. It was a solid enough to deter one of the heavy mining vehicles from running down anyone on the walkway. Tarik hoped it would also be solid enough to provide some cover for Group 1 to withdraw down. 
They had erected a series of zigzag barriers down the walkway to prevent enfilade fire at the withdrawing troops and to provide some temporary cover if need be. Just before the dock doors there was a personnel door D4 to the right. This led to a corridor and workshops that eventually connected to D2 and D3. A further barricade had been erected to protect anyone coming through D4.
After the last heavy vehicle came through they closed the main D1 doors. These were rated to resist blast and overpressures. Thus any enemy would have to come through either of the smaller personnel doors at D2 or D3.
There had been some heated debate between Art and the commander of A Coy, LCmd Chuck Yaeger, about the need for battlewagon support. Chuck was a long serving officer in the marines. He was below average in height but he was solid. He had a squarish head on wide shoulders, with muscular arms. He was a pugilist by looks and to a degree by nature. He didn’t smile a lot but when he did it was a big wide one.
Chuck had insisted on deploying the battlewagons up top to cover their withdrawal. Art wanted to retain them down on level 1 to counterattack any penetration. Chuck Yaeger was not easily persuaded. He held the same rank as Art but in theory was subordinated to Art. Chuck saw Art as a spook and not a soldier. Art saw Chuck as a pushy alpha male out to prove he was top dog. So the debate had gone on for some time. In the end they reached a compromise and one battlewagon was committed up top. 
The Trojan II battlewagon, Tango 1, was now at the end of the tunnel just in behind the open door to the main entrance. From there it could shoot down the entire tunnel road to the inner dock doors. Its commander, Sgt Tommy Tomasek, had his hatch open and his small almost birdlike head was leaning out. You couldn’t tell he was short because his lean torso was almost totally contained below the hatch.
He was looking back to the heavy vehicle elevator and the two vehicles waiting their turn to get down. With the enemy now approaching he was most concerned that his line of retreat was not blocked.
“If push comes to shove” he said to 1st Lt Liz Adair, Commander 2nd Pl “they need to get out of the way and be left behind.”
The diminutive Liz with her short blond hair and powder blue eyes saw his point and went over to the driver of the rear vehicle. “You have to back up and get out of the way. There won’t be time to get your vehicle down.”
The driver replied “There’s not enough room for us to turn and that tank’s in the way.”
Liz pusher her trim frame and ran back to Tommy. “You need to move forward so he can turn.”
“Right you are Maam”. Tommy barked some instructions and Tango 1 moved forward a length and a half. He turned to see the driver give him the thumbs up. The driver then mounted his vehicle and started the process of doing a laborious series of small turns so he could end up at 90 degrees and get off the road. But there was precious little room to do it and it was going to take time.
Art looked on, just a few metres away, and wondered if there would indeed be enough time. He glanced back down to his scanner. A large red dot appeared coming up fast behind the line of smaller red dots. “They have a vehicle of some sort” he broadcast. He switched to the camera feed on his console that was linked to the cameras they had set up covering each of the doors. It was still too dark to make anything out. 
No there it was. A suited figure advancing towards the outer door of the first airlock. Art waited for the booby traps they had set to go off. They didn’t. Instead the camera went offline. “Blast” said Art. That wasn’t going to plan, he thought. He decided not to relay this info to the troopers up front. He didn’t want to add to their anxiety level. 
There were now red dots moving into the first airlock. How did they get through so quick? He switched to the next camera. This was inside the outer door looking back into the tunnel. Yes there were figures moving past and then he saw it. It was an assault vehicle of some sorts. Bloody big. ‘What is that?’ Art asked himself. Then the blinding flash. Shit they have a beam weapon on the assault vehicle. ‘How, how could they?’ thought Art. ‘Fuck it. Get a grip Art. They obviously do.’
“They have an assault vehicle with a beam weapon. They’ve blown straight through the outer door and are now approaching the second air lock door” Art broadcast to the whole platoon.
“I don’t know about you Drew, but I’m certainly full of it now” said Sully. “We’re sitting ducks here. We’ll be crispied before we get a shot off.”
“Enough” demanded Cpl Hafa Boutros. “You guys get down in your hole and no one pulls back till I say so.”
Tommy Tomasek was now in a flap over the trucks blocking his line of retreat. “Get those fucking trucks out of the way” he demanded.
The heavy lift just arrived and the first truck in line drove into it and the lift descended. The second truck was now free to turn forward and off to the side, which it did. A relieved Tommy buttoned up and was now focussed down the tunnel. He knew that they had to get the first shot off and it had to count. Otherwise they were toast.
“They’re through to the second air lock” announced Art. Art knew that his traps were being fried before having any effect. The full force of the enemy would be through to the docks in a few minutes at this rate. “Group 1 hold your fire till the enemy soldiers come through. Ignore the assault vehicle. Take down as many of their footsloggers as you can, fire the fleshes then bug out quick.”
“Roger that” replied Hafa. His hand was already on the firing device for the fleshes anti-personnel mines. These were fixed to the inside of the far wall facing back towards them. Normally this would be a bad idea but that’s why they were dug in behind shields. The thinking being that the enemy footsloggers would be cut down from behind.
“They’re into the third air lock. Get ready” said Art.
“Suit up” called Hafa and his group fixed their helmets and locked tight.
Drew and Sully were as low as they could get. They could hear the metal doors in front buckling and warping and then a tremendous tearing sound. A great stream of molten metal was now heading down the road. There was a roar as the atmosphere was sucked out of the dock. A huge hole had been blasted through the doors. The edges of the hole were glowing white hot and a swathe of blistering metal clung to the road for a good 20 metres. There was a pause now. The enemy were waiting for the gap to cool down sufficiently so their troopers could enter.
A grenade launcher began firing multiple grenades through the gap. All of these fell way short of the dock. Now two pulse guns began firing, one down the road and another angled inwards. A few rounds hit the shield in front of Drew and Sully but no harm was done. There was no return fire.
Another salvo of grenades was fired. This time they got closer and Drew and Sully’s shield got peppered good and proper. But again no harm came to them. Now the enemy had to commit. Three soldiers came through the gap together. Their tall suits silhouetted against the remains of the door.
“Christ they’re tall buggers” said Drew. 
“Hold your fire” said Hafa.
“I count 30 soldiers and one vehicle on the scanner” said Art.
The three soldiers went prone ten paces in. Another three pushed on past them a further three paces. Then a third brace of three went to the left. They now had nine soldiers on the deck in a rough line about fifty metres in length. It covered the left half of the dock as Hafa viewed it. They obviously couldn’t make out our two positions, otherwise they would be firing, thought Hafa. He wondered if they had scanners, thermals or any other visual aids. It didn’t matter really. They either couldn’t see them or were choosing not to open up on them.
Then more enemy came through the gap. Hafa counted 6. These were bunched and presented too good a target to pass. “Fire” ordered Hafa. Bolin Cheng’s quanto opened up and in a long burst tore into the mass of enemy soldiers just in front of the gap. Hafa dropped the nearest enemy on the line to him. Drew and Sully hit two on their end. Sully then let off his grenade launcher again into the gap. It fell short but took out one enemy still crawling from Bolin’s opening burst. 
The enemy recovered quickly. The remaining six soldiers, now all prone were laying down a good fire at the two positions. 
“I count 22 enemy plus vehicle” said Art. “Close the entrance door.”
Liz Adair hit the close and the door closed in just ten seconds.  Tommy’s Trojan was now on the wrong side as he saw it. He was starting to feel like he was not loved. But he realised that they couldn’t take the risk of having the lift damaged and nor could he. He just hoped it opened as fast as it shut.
 Another two enemy charged through the gap and dived straight away over the top of three bodies. Bolin fired off another short burst but was forced to take cover as the enemy fire was getting more accurate. Only 70 metres separated the two sides and at that range, even in a suit, it was hard not to hit something you could see. Another two enemy came through and they too dived, then crawled forward.
Drew and Sully were alternating in popping up and firing. But they were now effectively neutralised due to the superior firepower coming back at them. “Hafa” hailed Drew. “We need to make tracks.”
Hafa wanted to buy more time. “Wait” he ordered. 
“Vehicle on the move” advised Art.
“Shit” said Sully “Come on Hafa, we’re going to be fried here if we don’t go now.”
“Take cover” he ordered and fired the fleshes. The ten mines mounted on the far wall blasted a wall of metal frag the full 200m of the dock. Elements impacted the near wall behind Drew and their shield was plastered like salt and pepper. “Are you alright Sully” cried out Drew. A shaken Sully looked up and nodded. 
Hafa chanced a look above his pock-marked shield. Not one enemy soldier moved. But he could hear something coming and it motivated him to order “Pull back”.
Bolin let off a long burst towards the gap and turned around and ran through the doors behind him. Hafa followed right on his heels. They rounded the corner to the right and with his legs pumping Hafa overtook Bolin. He even gave Bolin a smile as he passed him. Bolin let out a laugh and picked up his pace. It was a race and they both new why. They had further to go to get to D4 than Drew and Sully and no man wanted to be tail end Charlie with a beam wielding assault vehicle bearing down on you.
On hearing the command to pull back Drew tapped his mate who fired off another grenade and they both charged through the doors behind them. They made it without any enemy fire. They turned right and headed for D4 just as the enemy assault vehicle charged through the gap. In fact it was a battle shuttle not too dissimilar to the warthogs only much, much bigger. It carried a full platoon of troops and the remainder of the first assault troop poured out of the rear opening doors, fanning out and firing. The assault shuttle fired its beam weapon from left to right raking the far wall from D3 to D2. 
Hafa could hear that terrifying sound of metal being torn and blistered. It was getting closer. He forced his legs to pump harder. Bolin was struggling with the quanto and falling behind. “Drop it Bro” cried Hafa. Brolin didn’t need to be told twice. He dropped the gun and soon caught up and passed his corporal, giving him a quick smile has he did so. 
Drew and Sully had reached D4, but the door was closed. Drew went to pull it open when Brolin ploughed into the back of him. Hafa pulled him back and the door was finally opened. They piled through, with Hafa closing it behind them. Drew and Sully were already behind the first barrier in the walkway, ready to cover their mates, when the beam blew out D4 onto the road. Brolin was nearly hit by it but escaped when again Hafa grabbed him. 
Now the beam was directed at the rear dock door, D1. Hafa just pushed Brolin forward and they soon got into their stride, passing the wog boys with a grin and charging to the next barrier. Once Hafa was there he ordered “Come on, we need to get back to the alternates.” All four then started sprinting down the walkway as best they could while zigzagging around the barriers. As Drew and Sully passed Taleen and Magda, Sully gave them a wave and wink. Though if truth be told neither Taleen nor Magda were paying Sully any attention. Their eyes were focussed on the blast door ahead now red hot and bowing.
Magda and Taleen had been in the same team for the past year and a half and were the best of friends. Magda with her dark Spanish features and Taleen with her fair ice blond looks were always being ribbed by the ‘boys’ as the black and white minstrels, though often the last word was swapped out for ‘mistresses’. 
Tommy Tomasek’s eyes were also focussed on that door and in particular on what was on the other side of it. He had his 80mm long barrelled pulse cannon trained on the lateral centre of the door but a little below the vertical centre. His gun was rated for four rounds per minute but it had a theoretical rate of fire of twice that, though the autoloader had never been tested to see if it could maintain the rate or reload. It was reckoned that the barrel life would be severely diminished at 8 rounds per minute but Tommy was going to be conducting some field testing of his own in just a few seconds and as long as this barrel lasted long enough for them to withdraw to the elevator he didn’t give a cuss.
Magda had a rocket launcher to her shoulders and was going to fire off a shot as well. Taleen looked across at her and could see her left hand trembling as it held the forward section. She gave her a nod and it stopped trembling. Magda took a deep breath as the door went white and began to buckle.
Drew and Sully reached the first alternate 300m back from the door. Hafa and Bolin went past them at the trot. They were getting tired. They were fifty metres from the last alternate just in front of the rear door when the front door gave way and a stream of molten metal was projected fifty metres into the tunnel. The intensity of the light partly blinded Tommy as he was looking through the magnified sights. He was forced to shut his eyes and it took him a second to readjust. The glow around the gap was still incredibly bright and he couldn’t make out any shapes on the far side.
Then the enemy assault vehicle fired another beam attack down the tunnel. Tommy was again blinded temporarily but he squeezed the trigger nonetheless and held it down. The pulse cannon roared. The Trojan rocked back. The autoloader rammed another round into the breach while another was inserted into the magazine rail from the battlewagon’s main magazine. All this in five seconds, five long seconds. The beam bore down the tunnel and hit the blast door behind them.
The door began expanding as the second round from the Trojan’s big gun fired down the tunnel. Tommy couldn’t understand why they hadn’t shifted the beam across to take his vehicle out. Maybe they couldn’t see him but that was unlikely now that he had fired. Just then the beam started shifting towards them. Tommy could see now the source point of the beam. He adjusted slightly and the next round hit pay dirt. It tore through the enemy vehicle’s frontal armour. Being a shuttle it wasn’t nearly as thick as that on a Trojan battlewagon. The inside layer of metal on the enemy vehicle melted and disintegrated into tiny flakes of white hot death. Whatever was in there was no longer alive. The vehicle’s beam stopped. Tommy punched another two rounds into it just to make sure.
There was no one more pleased at the demise of the enemy vehicle than Magda. She saw the whole thing magnified through the rocket launcher’s sights. There was no major explosion just the penetration followed by a violent jolt and then nothing till the next round did the same thing. Taleen let out a forceful “Yes!” But then she saw the first enemy trooper push forward. She aimed and fired her rifle but missed as the enemy went prone and crawled. But she could still see him and got him with her next burst. Magda put the launcher aside and took aim with her rifle at the next enemy trooper. She dropped the figure with her first shot.
But now there were more. Grenades started landing nearby. They both ducked under the level of their trench. This allowed two other enemy to gain the first barricade on the walkway. From there they started pouring automatic gunfire down at their position. At the same time Mike Lampo’s quanto opened up, but he could not bring his gun to bear on the two enemy behind the barricade for fear of hitting Magda and Taleen. 
“Magda, Taleen pull back” ordered Tarik.
Magda leapt up and raced for the nearby barricade on the walkway. It was only two metres away but she never made it. A piece of shrapnel from a grenade flew into her helmet and embedded in her forehead. She was dead before she hit the ground. Taleen saw this and dropped back into the pit.
“Taleen” called out Tarik “you must pull back now.”
“I can’t” she called out. Fear was paralysing her fast. Then she heard it, the sound of another enemy vehicle. It woke her to her senses. “Another vehicle” she cried out and vaulted up and dived behind the barrier, safe for the moment.
“Open the door” screamed Tommy.
Liz looked to Art. Art was unsure. Could he take the risk of this new enemy vehicle destroying the vehicle elevator and most probably everyone here from Bravo Team. Liz was pleading with her eyes. Finally he relented and she hit the door release. The door was opening fast and Tommy was about to order reverse when the beam emerged from 400m away and struck the Trojan in the front. 
“Close the door” yelled Art and Liz, looking confused, turned to him. He rushed to her and hit the control himself. The door reversed to the close position. Three seconds later Tango 1 exploded. Bolin who was peeking out of his pit was struck in the head with a chunk of metal. He was dead as a door nail. His body bore the brunt and saved Hafa from serious injury. But Hafa was now deafened and blinded. He ducked under and wrapped himself into a ball as tight as he could. Not because that was the safest thing to do but because all his instincts compelled him to. He could feel the pain at the back of his neck but he couldn’t bear to let go of his knees.
Tariq and Miko were now point. Miko was a pocket rocket. A good 5cm shorter than his sergeant yet strong enough to lift his quanto like it weighed nothing. He had handsome Latin features and a winning smile which had deserted him right now.
The enemy vehicle stopped firing the beam once the explosion started. It now pushed past the destroyed shuttle and centred onto the road. There were some shapes behind it. Tarik put his hand on Miko and he understood to hold fire. Tarik reached for his rocket launcher and took aim. The enemy vehicle was about 150m away now and coming forward at walking pace, well walking pace for these big legged enemy troopers.
Taleen now made a run to the next barrier. This triggered off more firing from the enemy down the walkway. But the barriers were doing a good job and she made it. She popped up and took aim at the first trooper behind the vehicle and dropped him with a short burst, dropping herself before the return fire. ‘That’s for Magda’ she said to herself. She forced herself to push off and run for the next barrier, crouching as low as she could. She made it. She was now level with Tarik and Miko. He motioned for her to keep going back. He needed the barrier clear for him and Miko to make good their escape.
Taleen once again pushed off and ran to the next barrier. This time, grenades starting popping overhead. She dived behind the next barrier, safe for now. Tarik glanced back. Saw that she was clear. The enemy vehicle was now 100m away. Good enough, thought Tarik. He popped up and let off the shot just like they had done on the range. His breathing was perfect and more importantly his aim was true. It hit the side at an oblique angle, however, and bounced off skidding like a bowling ball through the enemy pins crouching down the line behind the vehicle. It caught the third enemy in his leg. He collapsed and writhed in obvious agony till he was pulled back out of view.
“Damm it” cried Tarik as he ducked. Pulse fire impacted into his shield. Tarik reloaded. This time he indicated to Miko to fire at the two enemy behind the barrier on the walkway. Miko popped up and gave a long burst in their direction. Tarik popped up also. He was shocked to see the vehicle now only 50 metres away. He could see a figure behind it shifting to bring its weapon to bear on him. He held his breath and took the shot as did the enemy on him. Tarik dropped but not under his own power. He hit the side of his head on the edge of the pit and rolled face up staring at Miko.
Miko had ducked as Tarik had fired. He now saw his sergeant’s pleased expression fixed on his dead face. But Tarik had good reason to be pleased. His shot this time had hit upwards into the side and this time penetrated. The vehicle didn’t explode but all on board were incapacitated. The vehicle continued on for another ten metres before turning side on and hitting the side wall. The two figures that emerged out the back were gunned down by Taleen.
“Miko” she yelled “Miko?”
Miko didn’t respond. He just leapt out of there with his quanto in his arms and cleared not one but two barriers to join Taleen. Drew and Sully now opened up on the enemy. With the tunnel road effectively blocked by the enemy vehicle, the enemy soldiers were now trying to push their way down the walkway. 
“Hafa?” called Taleen. But there was no answer from him. “Come on” she said to Miko and they ran back down the walkway. As she went she could hear Liz hailing Tarik. “He’s dead Sir. This is Taleen. We need the door opened now. The enemy vehicle is KO’d (knocked out).”
Liz looked to Art. Art checked his scanners. He counted about a dozen enemy soldiers. “Taleen, get everyone back behind the last barrier. Then let me know” he ordered.
“Roger.”
Taleen zigzagged back to find Hafa still in his ball pose. She saw the blood filled helmet of Bolin next to him. She reached down and pulled at his hand but Hafa was locked in. “Miko, give us a hand.”
Miko dropped his quanto and pulled out Hafa in one heave. As he did he unravelled. He could hardly stand. It was only then that he put his hand to the back of his neck and felt the shrapnel stuck in the back of his suit. He daren’t pull it out for fear of suffocating. He said “I’m alright. I’m alright.”
Taleen wasn’t sure. “Just stay there Hafa. We’ll get you out.” She turned to look down the tunnel. Drew and Sully were putting up a steady fire. The wind had been taken out of the enemy’s sail and they lacked the will to push on with any determination. No wonder thought Taleen. But she wasn’t feeling sorry for their losses. They had robbed her of her best friend. “Miko lay down some covering fire.”
Miko began a series of short bursts across the width of the tunnel. The shots impacted 50m ahead of Drew and Sully’s position. “Drew, Sully, pull back now” Taleen ordered. Sully once again fired off a grenade, turned and ran back at a low crouch zig-zagging as he went. Drew was right behind him. They ducked behind the barrier from where Miko was firing. Drew gave Taleen a smile but then realised Magda wasn’t there, nor Tarik. He turned to see Hafa and then saw Bolin’s body. The smile drained away.
“We’re ready. Open the door” called Taleen.
Liz hit the release and in ten seconds the remnants struggled back in carrying Hafa and their kit. Miko gave one last burst and then Liz hit the control to close the door. 
Art looked at the scanner. There were still only twelve enemy soldiers but he could see two more large dots approaching the outer mine doors. He knew that little could now be gained up here. “Everyone into the elevators. Alpha Team into the light lift, Bravo Team into the heavy one.”
As the troops got in, Art set the last of his traps. As they descended, he looked down at the blood on the floor tramped in on the boots. The wog boys weren’t smiling any more. Hafa was hors de combat. Liz looked incredibly sad. She had just lost three from her command not to mention Tommy and his crew. Art had seen that look before. “You did well, all of you. Your mates have not died in vain. This enemy can be beat. You just proved that.”
Drew and Sully were nodding. They weren’t smiling but they were acknowledging an achievement. Liz too nodded and she no longer looked like she might cry. But Taleen couldn’t stop. The tears just started to come. Art took her into his shoulder and she just cried silently. 
 



Chapter 7. Pulton 1 1710, 24 May.
Commodore Pious was waiting at the bottom of the main entrance elevator when Art’s lift arrived. He could see the trauma on their faces and on their bodies but he knew he had to be a firm rock at this point in time. “LCmd Simons, can I have a word please.”
“Sir.” Then turning to Liz he said “Make sure the baffles are set and the blast doors shut and the wounded attended to.”
“Yes Sir” said a tired Liz. She faced the rest of the souls in the elevator and issued the necessary instructions while Art followed Pious down to a room on the left.
“Can we hold them?” he asked Art.
“I think so Sir. We lost Tango 1 but took out both their battle shuttles and the best part of two platoons of enemy soldiers. They didn’t press us at the end. It mightn’t look like it but we won that engagement.” 
Pious noted the strength in Art’s words and could see his resolve on his face. This pleased him. “Excellent. Leave Lt Adair in charge here. I’d like you to come with me. We need to review our defence plans.”
“What news from the other entrance?” asked Art.
Pious could see some anxiety on his face. “Don’t worry. Lt Chalker has survived. Come on you can see for yourself” and he led Art out to the tunnel and they hopped in a buggy and drove a couple of kilometres towards an area of rooms that now served as the command centre. There waiting in what was now a makeshift conference room were Rihan, LCmd Chuck Yaeger and Sue. 
Art could see the strain on Sue’s face, not to mention the badly bruised eye. He knew straight away it must have been a hell of a time at the facility entrance. He gave her a longing look across the table and she nodded back at him and then pointed to her eye. He nodded back. He smiled at Rihan and acknowledged Chuck with a nod. Chuck was looking resentful.
“Right,” said Pious “the good news is that we have evacuated successfully and the elevators are secure. We lost some very good people in the process though, not to mention one of our precious Trojans.”
“I told you we should have deployed all of them up top” blurted out Chuck. “Tommy and his crew would still be alive and we would still be defending up top.”
“If we had done that every one of those Trojan crews would be dead now. The Trojan’s armour just isn’t up to stopping a beam attack. They have another two of their battle shuttles up top right now. It would have been curtains as our battlewagons waited for the elevator” counted Art.
“Simons is right Yaeger” said Pious. “I don’t know by what tech they can mount and fire a beam weapon from a vehicle, but there’s no denying the facts. What we have to consider now is how we best defend this complex with the resources to hand. We have to hold here for at least another two days.” Pious looked sternly at Chuck.
“Right Sir” said Chuck and turning to Art “I’m sorry. Losing Tommy like that…we’ll it’s not easy.”
“It’s alright Chuck. I understand” replied Art. “ Sir, if I was the enemy I’d be considering blasting out the elevator from above and then hovering down with one of those battle shuttles of theirs in the heavy elevator shaft.”
“But they’ll have to get through the baffles and then the blast doors” said Pious.
“They’ll drop some charges down onto the baffles and blow them one by one” proffered Chuck.
“And there should be enough room in the large elevator shaft for them to hover a shuttle down above the elevator, rappel some people onto it and lay charges to take it out. They’ll fly back up and out, set it off, come back down and use their beam to demolish the blast doors” said Art.
“Isn’t there anything we can do to stop that?” asked Sue.
Art looked to Chuck and he shrugged. “Not really” admitted Art.
“How long?” asked Pious.
“The baffles will have to be taken out one by one” said Chuck.” There are six of them. Probably two hours if they’re good.”
The elevator will be tricky because they want to vaporise it without bringing down the shaft” said Art. “That will require trained demolition experts to set multiple small charges and fire them off simultaneously. Probably two hours, maybe longer.”
“So as little as four hours?” queried Rihan.
Art just nodded. Everyone went quiet as they contemplated the significance of that.
“The good news is that the facility entrance is not going to be breached any time soon as that would require winching some poor bastard down the shaft for 3,000 metres” said Chuck and with a smile added “now they may be tall buggers but I reckon they go splat just like us when dropped from that height.” Everyone smiled at that.
“We should leave some defence at the bottom just in case” recommended Rihan.
“Agreed” said Pious “Lt Chalker, how many effectives do you have at the facility entrance?”
“Just twelve Sir.”
“My god!” replied Art and he looked intently at his fiancée. She just shook her head slightly and winced a little. The pain was obvious to all.
“Right Lt Chalker, you stay there with 1st Pl. At the first sign of any activity in the shaft let me know here and we’ll send the fire-brigade to you.”
“Right Sir.”
Turning to Chuck, Pious continued “everything set with the fire-brigade?”
“Yes Sir” replied Chuck. “Jake Tomar’s 3rd Pl and the three remaining Trojans are just down the tunnel a kilometre. We’ve scraped up three light mine vehicles and mounted each of his teams. Where they are now, they can reach the main entrance in five minutes. It will take then 15 to reach the facility entrance.”
“Good and what about at the main entrance. How many effectives are left in 2nd Pl?”
“Twenty Sir” replied Chuck “But I’m having the marine detachment from the Sydney to backstop them. They have 25 more marines.”
“So let’s take it as a given that they will breach the main entrance. How should we respond?” posed Pious.
“Sir if I may suggest…” Chuck spoke up straight away. Pious nodded. “They’ll make that breach with one of their shuttles. These are big battle shuttles and will take up most of the space in the shaft. If we can destroy the initial one in the shaft, they’ll have to clear it before they can get any more through. That will require a heavy lift shuttle or some pretty powerful winching machinery, which I doubt they’ll have to hand.”
“I agree with Chuck on this” said Art and he smiled at Chuck. Then he continued “Knock out the first shuttle at the base of the shaft and we will buy us a lot of time.”
“What if they anticipate that and after firing making the breach immediately hover up and then have troopers rappel down and force the breach” asked Rihan.
“They could do that and we need to handle that case too. But if they don’t then we need to be able to take out that battle shuttle” said Art. “We destroyed one with the Trojan cannon fire and another with a bog-standard Rizstorm rocket launcher. The first Rizstorm we fired glanced off because of the acute angle but the second one was very effective.”
“So we should have both on hand” added Chuck.
“Yes I concur” said Pious. “Chuck can you attach one of the Trojans to 2nd Pl and have it positioned off the tunnel road so it’s not in the direct line of fire”
“Yes Sir.”
“Rihan how are we for Rizstorms?” asked the Commodore.
Rihan consulted her console and advised “We have 46 Sir.” 
“Excellent. Chuck make sure you provide ample Rizstorm to all your marines and the Sydney contingent.”
“Will do Sir.”
 “Otherwise I believe our original contingency plans are still good or do any of you believe they need revising.” No one did.
“Excellent, how did the evacuation go?”
“Pretty bad, Sir. Apart from the marine losses we’ve already covered, the initial beam attack inflicted heavy losses on those still on the surface. We lost 12 technicians who were inspecting the enemy corvette, along with Lt Hussain. There were another 20 injuries ranging from minor to serious. These are now being treated down here.”
She looked at the faces of her colleagues but they remained impassive, just taking the report in. So she continued. “We lost one heavy lift vehicle up top at the main entrance and five light ones at the facility. It looks like several of the base force shuttles were destroyed along with their crew. I’m not exactly sure of numbers. We’ll have to wait till we get word from the base force. All six defence batteries were destroyed and we lost 24 of their crew. Two mining personnel are missing along with two mining vehicles.”
Still no comments from anyone. “I estimate catastrophic damage to the facility above ground. What the enemy didn’t destroy in their assault we blew up as we descended. Don’t know about Shangri La. The main entrance up top, except for the dock is probably OK, though there is no atmosphere inside anymore, due to the doors being breached. The dock is probably wrecked.”
“Definitely wrecked” added Art.
“Right, definitely wrecked” confirmed Rihan. “We have around 450 personnel in the complex with provisions for three weeks on full rations and maybe five if we ration. Ammunition is mixed. Small arms ammo is plentiful, enough for two units of fire per day per unit for two weeks. As I mentioned we have 46 Rizstorms. Where we are critical is in Trojan ammo for their main guns. We have just under three units of fire per vehicle and that’s it. So they are good for just three short firefights. We’re in better shape for the Sydney’s warthogs. We have around ten units of fire for each of these. We’ve also a pile of missiles but nothing to fire them.”
“Thank you Rihan. I don’t think we need to start rationing just yet. But if the Wasp Group fails to arrive in three days, then we should start rationing. How will our air conditioning hold out?”
Rihan responded “The mine has numerous air conditioning plants spread throughout the complex. They were designed to support 200 people. So it’s going to get stuffy in here pretty soon. We have some high oxy containers that can be used to assist those in distress. But these will have to be used sparingly.”
“Medical?”
“We have a temporary emergency operating theatre and field hospital set up but we’re very shot of surgeons, just three qualified and an intern. We have reasonable medical supplies though we may need to call for donations of blood for certain types.”
“Comms?”
“We have the mobile comms centre setup here and this piggybacks on the larger mining comms centre. So far the enemy has not destroyed the comms arrays on the surface. But it shouldn’t take them long to do so. Then we’ll be effectively out of comms with Fleet or Alliance HQs. Comms down in the complex is always difficult but so far the standard suit comms works fine on military channels for about three kilometres and when switched to the mine channel with its booster systems you can hail anywhere in the complex. But that may change if the enemy starts jamming.” And Rihan shrugged her shoulders to imply that there was not a lot they could do about that.
“Alright I think we’ve covered most things requiring an immediate response” said Pious. “I would like to commend you all for the efforts you have made and remind you that much, much more will be required of you before we get out of this. There is hope. I have signalled Fleet and Alliance HQs requesting immediate support. The Wasp Group could be here day after tomorrow but that will depend on resupply and command factors that I have no knowledge or power over. If for any reason the Wasp Group cannot be committed then the Enterprise Group should be able to make it here in ten or eleven days. We need to be able to hold on till at least then. I urge you all to set the right example to your subordinates. They need to be convinced that there is hope and that the future of humanity may well hang on their efforts. Every person needs to step up for this trial and I look to you to make sure they do.”
“Of course Sir. You can count on us” said Rihan. The others nodded their affirmation.
“Excellent. I will remain here along with the Base Commander. The rest of you had better get back to your posts.”
 



Chapter 8. Pulton 1 1800, 24 May.
1st Lt Liz Adair found Taleen Gregorian and her three fellow effectives from Alpha Team, 2nd Pl, in one of the rooms off the main tunnel just 500m from the main entrance. Hafa had been sent to the medical post and the rest of them had been getting some food and rest.
“Taleen” said Liz “I want you to take charge of Alpha Team. Are you up for it?”
Taleen looked for approval from her colleagues. No one objected and Miko Lampo nodded. Turning to Liz she responded “OK Maam.”
“Good. You’re now acting Corporal” said Liz.
“Why not acting Sergeant?” asked Miko.
“One step at a time, Miko” responded Liz. She turned back to Taleen and said “do a good job and I’ll put you up for the third stripe.”
“No worries Maam. I’ll do my best to keep these sorry fellows alive” said Taleen.
“OK I have a job for you all. The OC (Officer Commanding) reckons the enemy will try and blow out the baffles in the shaft and then hover down with one of their battle shuttles and blow the blast door. When that happens we need to take out that shuttle such that it blocks the entrance. If we can do that, then it will buy us a lot of time.” Liz could see the apprehension on their faces but knew that now was not the time to pause.  
“The OC is going to position a Trojan off the tunnel road about 500m back from blast doors. It will fire on the enemy shuttle and hopefully take it out. However, we need an insurance policy and that’s where you guys come in” said Liz.
Drew looked at Sully and shook his head. Then turned to Liz and asked “Why us again, Maam?”
“I’ll be blunt. I need marines who won’t panic. You guys proved your worth earlier. Can I count on you?” posed Liz.
Sully piped up “You can always count on the wog boys, Maam.” Drew elbowed him.
Liz looked at Taleen and Miko. They both nodded and then she looked to Drew, who reluctantly nodded as well.
“Good. Go and grab three rocket launchers and meet me back near the entrance. I’ll show you where to deploy and what to do when the time comes” ordered Liz.
Ten minutes later, Alpha Team was back at the entrance. Taleen, Drew and Sully each carried a rocket launcher and three rockets plus their rifles. Miko was rather pleased that he didn’t have any more to carry other than his quanto. Charlie Team was deployed in four positions staggered down the tunnel, each 50m apart. There was not going to be time to dig in extra pits, so Liz bumped the Charlie Team troopers out of the first two positions and they scurried back to the first room off the side some 200m from the entrance. Drew and Sully were assigned the forward pit and Taleen and Miko the one behind.
“You and your big mouth, Sully” said Drew. “Look what you’ve got us into. Not only are we on point again but we’re going to be taking on one of those beam firing monsters at 50m. Good one mate!”
“Fame and glory, mate. Fame and glory!” replied Sully.
“Fuck your fame and glory” said Drew with a bit of venom. “I’d settle for safe and sound right now. We’ve done our bit and now we’re up front and centre again. Next time take your cue from me and shut it.”
Sully could see that his best friend was deadly serious and he knew better than to make some flippant remark when he was in this type of mood. “Sure Drew, I will. Sorry mate.”



Chapter 9. Pulton 1 1900, 24 May.
Drew and Sully in position 1 were talking about who should replace the striker in their favourite football team when the noise of an explosion was heard from up in the shaft. 
“Maam, this is Taleen. We’ve just heard an explosion up in the shaft. Probably the first of the baffles.”
“Right. The OC reckons it will take them about two hours to get through all of them. There’s six baffles. So you should hear six explosions. Start counting and let me know when you hit six.”
“Roger that” said Taleen.
Almost exactly twenty minutes later the second explosion was heard and reported. Everyone settled into the rhythm of explosions. Sully even went to sleep while Drew took the first watch. Sully may have heard the third, fourth and fifth explosions but didn’t move a muscle.  However, on the sixth Sully raised his head and looked at Drew. 
“Time to switch on mate?” said Sully.
“I reckon.”
Liz Adair came forward to their pit. “They will probably now try and demolish the elevator. With that blast door you probably won’t hear them but let me know if you do.”
“How long?” asked Drew.
“Depends. Simons reckons at least 2 hours” responded Liz.
“Beauty. Time for my nap” said Drew and flashed his lieutenant a smile. She smiled back as she shook her head and then moved back down the tunnel.
“Wake me at 2250” directed Drew.
“Sure mate” said Sully.
Drew leaned back into the side wall and closed his eyes. The fatigue of the day and especially of the combat pulled him in straight away. He started seeing Bolin’s helmet all filled up with blood. He felt the same shock and revulsion he felt when he first saw it. He made an agitated “huh!” sound and shook the upper part of his body. He knew he would be seeing this again. It was one of those images you don’t easily forget.
Sully placed his hand on Drew’s shoulder. Drew settled and eventually dropped off into sleep. Occasionally he would mutter something in his disturbed slumber and Sully would again place his hand on his shoulder to settle him.
While Sully watched and listened his thought too returned to their time in the tunnel. He couldn’t help think how close he had come to getting fried by the beam attacks, fragged by the grenades that were popping all around him and shot by the enemy pulse guns. 
His mate Drew was a diehard atheist. But Sully held to the view that there was something greater guiding things. He carried a crucifix that his mother had given him, on a chain around his neck. It had been in the family for centuries. Drew used to rib him about it.  ‘What do you wanna follow that superstitious stuff for?’ Drew would goad him. But Drew gave up when Sully refused to take the bait. 
Sully pulled the crucifix out and took this opportunity to thank his God for keeping him safe and to protect him in the hours ahead. He also asked for protection for Drew and apologised for Drew’s attitudes, adding that he was a good person at heart and surely that must count for something. He gave it a kiss and then tucked it back into his suit.
Half an hour later Sully started to hear a high pitched whining sound. He immediately thought of a drill. He let Drew sleep on. “Taleen” he hailed.
“Yes?”
“Come up here. I can hear something coming from the shaft.”
Taleen arrived a minute later. “Yeh, I see what you mean” she said. “Sounds like a drill. What do you reckon?”
“Yeh. They’re probably setting the charges for the elevator” responded Sully.
“Maam, this is Taleen.”
“Yes go ahead”
“We’re hearing what sounds like drilling. We reckon they must be setting the charges for the elevator” informed Taleen.
“Roger. Let me know when it stops.”
“Will do” said Taleen and she looked across at Drew, who was still in a fitful sleep. “He OK?” she asked.
“He’ll be right. Don’t worry.”
“OK let me know when the drilling stops.”
“Sure!”
The drilling continued nonstop.
Liz Adair had informed Chuck and Art and now she sat back on the foldaway chair in the room 200m down the tunnel. She felt impotent. If only we could intervene somehow, she thought. She hated this waiting where the initiative rested with the enemy. She had no control and she never liked that. 
Her natural tendency was therefore to do something that would wrest control or at least give the semblance of doing something. But she had wrestled with this tendency all through her relatively short career. She realised early that it would be her undoing and so she sought to control it. She wore a set of mala beads on her left hand. At times like this she would rub her thumb and forefinger over each bead in turn and repeat the mantra her father had given her. 
He was a spiritual man and while she didn’t have his faith she had recognised the benefits of this simple practice. It helped calm her mind. It slowed its processing and centred her. She soon found herself focussed back on Polaris in the family home. She couldn’t wait to get out of it nine years ago and had embraced the opportunity for travel and adventure that Fleet service offered. Now she would give her right eye to be back there again.
She remembered her father’s story about the man who travelled the world in search of his destiny only to find it back from where he had started. At the time she had dismissed it as yet another one of his homilies. He was just trying to get her to carry on his law practice and she had not wanted a bar of it. But in this moment she realised that the Fleet was not really where she was best suited. 
She had had enough of death and dying. It wasn’t as though she was afraid or not capable. No she had proved herself already. It just wasn’t fulfilling anymore. 
She didn’t want to do law but she did want to do something constructive. She wanted to build something rather than destroy. Yes she would like to start a family too, before it became too late. Fleet service made that nigh impossible. ‘If I get out of this alive’ she thought ‘I’m going to resign my commission.’



Chapter 10. Pulton 1 2240, 24 May.
“Maam, the drilling’s stopped” advised Taleen.
Liz let go of her mala beads. Right she told herself. All I have to do is survive this lot. “Thanks” she replied. “2nd Pl stand to!” Then she hailed her CO. “Sir, the drilling’s stopped and we’re standing to.”
“OK, stay sharp Liz. I’ll have the rest of the forces stand to as well” Chuck replied. “All troops at the main entrance stand to. The drilling has stopped. We should hear an explosion any minute now. Then they’ll descend the shaft and blow the blast doors. We must be ready to take out their battle shuttle straight away at the base of the shaft. We must block that shaft.”
Sully shook Drew, who had fallen into a deeper, quieter sleep. He didn’t wake up, so he shook harder. This time he got through and Drew blurted out “what, what?”
“Stand to, mate. The drilling’s stopped” said Sully.
“Right oh” responded Drew trying as hard as he could to shake himself awake. “Did I miss anything?”
“Not really. All the action’s ahead of us mate.”
But nothing happened. No explosions. No noise. Nothing. Half an hour passed before they heard anything. It didn’t sound like a large explosion at all. Rather it was a more like a rolling series of little thuds. There was no obvious movement on the blast doors. 
“Maam, we can hear something happening here. It sounds like a rolling thunder.”
“I’m coming” said Liz. She ran forward to position one and got down behind their shield and listened. Sure enough it sounded like a rolling thunder. But Liz knew better. “Sir, they’ve fired their charges on the elevator” she advised Chuck.
“Close the T2 blast doors” he ordered. The large blast doors 400m down the tunnel began closing leaving the sole Trojan forward to engage the enemy shuttle.
“Pls 2 and 3 suit up” Chuck ordered his front line defenders in the now sealed tunnel section facing the elevator shaft. “Tango 2 are you ready?” he asked.
“Ready Sir”
“Pl 1 ready?”
“Ready Sir.”
“Pl 2 ready?”
“Ready Sir.”
While everyone on this side of the shaft was ready, it was not so on the enemy’s side. After ten minutes, even Sully and Drew began to lose focus.
“What’s with these guys? Can’t they get their act sorted?” said Sully. “I want to get this show over and get back to some sleep.”
“Too right mate” agreed Drew.
“Shoosh” ordered Liz who was now lying down behind their pit. She had heard something but what was it. It sounded like….thrusters! “They’re coming down the shaft now!” she hailed. “Stay sharp you two and don’t miss. I don’t want to have to scrape off your sorry asses from the tarmac here.”
Drew looked around at her and saw the sheer determination in her eyes. He was not going to mess with that. “We’re right Maam. You better get back.”
Liz agreed and left at a run. She reached the doorway to her room just as the blast doors started to bow in the middle.
“Blast doors bowing” called out Taleen. She turned to see Miko leaning into his quanto. She checked again that her rocket launcher was ready as did Sully in position 1. Drew had his rifle up too. 
“About time” called out Drew.
The doors began to buckle and crack. The sound of tearing metal grated the ears of Sully and Drew and they were 50m away. They both instinctively got lower into their pit. Drew checked his helmet was on tight, even though he knew it was.
Then in a great hiss the molten material was spewed forth in a line down the tunnel, dropping twenty metres short of their pit. But Sully could feel the heat. He wasn’t sure he could stand it. But then the beam stopped and his helmet was buffeted from behind as the atmosphere was sucked out and up the tunnel in a tremendous rush. The force of the air rushing out knocked Drew’s head forward onto the edge of the pit. He hadn’t braced for it. He knew he had to ignore that and pop his head up to look.
Sully was already up and bringing his rocket launcher to his shoulder. He was all concentration now. His world was centred on the gap in the blast door. With the exhaling atmosphere went all the dust and shit that clouded their vision. There it was the front of the enemy battle shuttle. Its three metre height filled the entire shaft opening.
Sully pulled the trigger but it wasn’t his round that hit the enemy shuttle first. Tango 2’s 80mm pulse cannon beat him to it. The enemy vehicle shuddered with the impacts as two rockets and five cannon rounds ripped into it. There was no further movement, no beam attack, no enemy soldiers, no noise, nothing. 
No one dared say anything for a full minute. 
“OK that’s all folks. Show’s over” quipped Sully and he blew non-existent smoke from the end of his rocket launcher barrel like a cowboy.
Everyone else was still expecting something to happen. ‘It couldn’t be that easy’ thought Liz. “Button it Sully. Everyone stay focused. No one is to stand down till I say so.”
They waited and waited. Another fifteen minutes passed before Liz came forward. She got down behind Sully and Drew’s shield and listened but couldn’t hear anything. It was always more difficult when suited up but she was finally convinced that there was nothing happening.
“Sir, there’s nothing going on here. Can’t hear or see anything. I propose sending a scout into the base of the shaft” she advised her CO.
“Go ahead” replied Chuck.
“Bucknell, Krankski to me” ordered Liz. 
Trooper Bob Bucknell looked to his pit buddy Corporal Wanda Krankski with real fear in his light green eyes. His slight but wiry body wasn’t shaking but he was scared nonetheless. “Why us?” he questioned.
“Come on Bob. It’s you lucky day” said Wanda. “First human to go inside an enemy battle shuttle. Not quite Neil Armstrong, but hey it’s not a bad story to tell your kids.”
Wanda by contrast was a big woman. Her penchant for eating, not to mention drinking, meant she was in a constant struggle to keep her weight in check. She had a street-wise education but still had a good heart.
“I don’t have any kids and probably never will after this” winged Bob.
“You’re worse than an ol’ woman. Come on” and she pushed him forward. 
When they closed on Liz, she pointed to the shuttle and said “Go forward, take it slow and keep talking about what you see and hear. If anything untoward happens. Hightail it back here. Got it?”
“Yes Maam” responded Wanda. She knew it would be useless trying to push Bob ahead so she led the way at a crouch with her rifle into her shoulder. “30 metres to go. I can see the vehicle’s front section. Looks like it got peppered good and proper….20 metres out. No movement. 10 metres out. There’s a bit of a gap on either side. Maybe big enough for a skinny fellow to get past but not this big momma” she joked.
“Bob can you squeeze past there where my light is” asked Wanda and she was shining her helmet light into the gap. “The reinforced shaft walls look still intact, Maam. Nice bit of demo work on the lift. Impressive. Bob, keep going.”
Bob was side on and edging his way into the narrow gap on the left of the shaft. His head was turned towards the gap so his light could shine ahead. Wanda was a half a metre to his right with her rifle aimed ahead of him. Bob edged further along till he got to the end of the vehicle.
“I’ve reached the end of the vehicle. There’s a good metre gap to the back wall. Turning now. Looks like it has a rear door ramp but there is no way that can be lowered in the space available.”
“Is there a hatch built into the ramp?” asked Liz.
“Not this side Maam. I’m moving forward. “Yes! It does. It’s bloody big too. I can’t see an obvious control for it.”
“Just try touching the areas around the hatch” suggested Wanda.
“OK…doing that. No, No…ooh…yes it’s opening” exclaimed a now excited Bob. He quickly bought his rifle to bear as the hatch popped towards him a few centimetres and then slid towards the centre. There was goo everywhere. “Shit it’s a bloody mess. I think there are bodies but whatever was in here ain’t alive now. Geez. Let me duck my head in and you should be able to see for yourself.”
Bob leant forward and Liz checked her portable console to see his head cam image. It was pretty dark but she could make out a mass of dismembered body parts. He was right. There was dark goo over everything. ‘That must be their blood’ she thought. ‘What a mess.’
“Step further in Bob. Can you get forward more?” Liz asked.
Bob wasn’t enamoured about this but with Wanda too big to squeeze past he knew it was down to him. “OK here goes.” He pushed his way through the hatch and found himself stepping onto something soft and gooey. He was thankful that suited up any pungent smell was kept at bay. He clambered forward down the central isle. He could make out obvious masses of body parts in each of the seats on either side of the isle. ‘Poor bastards’ he thought. 
Up ahead he could see a bulkhead. There was a hatch. He had to pick up something and move it aside and then he just pressed along the side of the hatch till it opened. 
“What’s that?” asked Liz.
“Looks like the cockpit, Maam” replied Bob. He poked his head in and looked around. Nothing survived in here. It was even more of a gooey mess. “I can’t make any further headway here Maam. There’s crap everywhere. No life. All dead.”
“OK Bob. Come on back” said Liz.
When Bob emerged he looked pretty shaken by the experience. Liz beckoned him to her and she could see his ashen face. She put her hand on his shoulder and thanked him for the grizzly task. She said he could take a rest. She asked Wanda to keep an eye on him.
“Sir, there’s nothing alive in the enemy shuttle. It’s all clear. No noise or anything. Can we stand down now and just leave a standing patrol here? They can alert us if anything develops” suggested Liz.
Chuck looked across to Art and Rihan, both of whom had come forward. Rihan looked to Art. He nodded and Rihan nodded. “Yes OK stand down for now. Make sure we have four on guard at all times” directed Chuck.
“Roger Sir.”
“What do you think they’ll do now?” asked Rihan.
“Not sure Maam” said Chuck. “I suppose it depends whether their battle shuttles can lift their own equivalent weight. If they can, well I’d bet they try and lift it out. Any explosion powerful enough to demolish it will also take down the shaft. They won’t want that.”
“And if their shuttles can’t lift that much or they don’t have any more?” queried Rihan.
“Then they’ll try an infantry assault” said Art. “But I’m not sure one of those big buggers can actually squeeze past. What do you reckon Chuck?”
Chuck shook his head. “No I don’t reckon they could. But they might try the light lift here or the one at the facility entrance.”
“But wouldn’t they - have to have a small shuttle like ours to traverse the shaft?” asked Rihan.
“Yes that’s right” said Art. 
“We have to assume that they do have such a capability” said Chuck. “I mean it would be great for us if they don’t. But we should be prudent.”
“Agreed” said Rihan. “We better send some reinforcements to the facility entrance. Chuck can you detach a team from the Sydney contingent?”
“Yes, can do.”
“Art can you brief them to backstop 1st Pl and send them on their way?”
“I could take them there myself” suggested Art.
Rihan knew that he had an ulterior motive behind his offer but she would be the last person to stand in the way of new love. “Sure Art. Please do that. Take the buggies and stay in touch and be back here by 0800.”
“Will do. I’d better get onto it straight away” suggested Art.
Rihan smiled at him. “Go on. Get out of here.”
He gave her a quick smile in thanks and headed out into the tunnel. It took him ten minutes to round up Charlie Team from the Sydney contingent and grab three buggies to carry them. Fifteen minutes later he arrived at the facility entrance. Sue was so glad to see him, though in fact seeing for her was a bit difficult due to her ballooning black eye.
She deployed the reinforcements and finally gave the fatigued members of 1st Pl a well-earned rest. They pulled back to the temporary dorms four hundred metres down the tunnel just past the second set of blast doors. Sue had used her rank to pull a separate room. It even had its own shower. 
Fifteen minutes later they were clean again and lying together on their makeshift bedding. Art had rung out a cold washer and placed it on Sue’s bulging eye. They were both exhausted and Art fell asleep almost immediately he cuddled into her. He started to snore lightly. Sue lay on her back with Art’s arm over her waist and the washer on her eye. It hurt but the washer helped contain the swelling.
‘What a day’ she thought. It had ranged from being deliriously happy with Art’s proposal to being terrified out of her wits during the chaos up on top. Right now she was content to have her lover beside her. She reflected on past military engagements and how she had always found it difficult to sleep after them and how anxious she had been. The difference this time lay beside her. There was no logic to it. They had both been through hell today and both were still at great risk of destruction. But somehow sharing it together lessened the impact. Just knowing that someone cared for you and loved you made the difference. ‘Oh how fortunate I am’ she thought. She took the washer off her eye and soon drifted off.
Rihan got to her bedding exhausted as well. Her busy mind was going over one thing and another. She raised herself up into a cross legged sitting position and began to mediate in an effort to still her mind. The deep breaths helped and she remembered the mantra Dave had given her. After five minutes the thoughts abated and she seemed to hang there in the void. It was peaceful and she relished it. 
She had an image of Dave in the command centre of the Hermes. She could see the abject concentration on his face. He was directing a battle and for the first time she realised that it was his strength of mind that made him such a good commander. She prayed that he was safe but then she knew with absolute certainty that he was indeed safe and that he would be coming back for her. She felt a wave of love wash over her. She dived into it and then had the sensation of floating. She was in bliss.
She pulled her head up from falling sideways. She had fallen asleep. She recalled the feelings from the meditation session and crawled under her cover and fell asleep content.
 



Chapter 11. Hermes 0500, 25 May.
Dave Warner woke early. Yes he was still tired but his mind had clicked into gear and he knew it was pointless just lying there. He washed his face and sat down on his asana and meditated. 
He began with his usual invocation to his Guru offering up his time, focus and love. He began repeating the mantra but thankfully his years of practice had allowed his mind to slip into the void quickly. 
The mantra had dropped away. His breath was in a steady rhythm and there were no thoughts. A blue twinkle in the void came and went, each time getting stronger and more intense till it coalesced in to the Blue Pearl. How he loved these moments. He felt bathed in grace.
He could see hills ahead and he glided towards them. He came to the edge of a high plateau and looked down on a huge waterfall. He dived into it and surfed the torrent as it buffeted his body. Part of him was telling him he should be frightened of the danger but a deeper part, a part he trusted more, reassured him that everything was fine, as it should be. 
Next minute he was skiing on top of the water as it flowed almost vertically down. He had no idea how he could maintain his stance but somehow he did. The white water ahead raged with fury but he tore into it nonetheless. He could feel the sting of the water hitting his face but it didn’t deflect his focus. He was racing to the finish line and yes there it was. He burst through the turbulence and glided onto a perfectly still lake. His momentum carried him to the shore and there on the shore was his Guru, resplendent in her robes. 
And beside his Guru was Rihan. Her whole body was glowing. She was alive and he knew it beyond any doubt.
When he entered the command centre an hour later only Val Gomez and the pilot were there. Val couldn’t help but notice at how happy her commander looked. “Good morning Captain” she said. “You’re up bright and early.”
“Indeed Val, indeed” replied Warner. “Anything to report?”
“Not really…we should be coming out of warp in three hours. Perhaps then we’ll receive some news from Klaster.”
“Yes let’s hope we do.”
“Sir I do hope Rihan is alright.”
“Oh she’s fine. Don’t you worry about that.” Warner replied and he gave her a warm smile. Val was amazed at how unworried he was. She couldn’t fathom it. If her partner had been left behind on Klaster, she would have been worried sick. If it had been someone other than Warner reacting like this she would have thought them in denial. But she knew better of her commander. He had his faith and she was amazed how it buoyed his spirits at times like this.
“I envy you at times Sir.”
“What do you mean?” asked Warner.
“For your faith. You never seem to doubt or worry.”
“Oh there are many times when I doubt and worry. Make no mistake about that. This is just not one of them” responded Warner. “Besides I have never seen the point in worrying about something over which I have no control or influence. Let’s face it, what can we do right now under warp?”
“Fair enough Sir.”
“But there is breakfast” Warner said with a smile. “Must be time for Cranky to get up too. What do you reckon?”
“Yes Sir some bacon and hash browns would go a treat.”
“I’ll ask him to send you some, Val” and Warner headed for the mess.
“Thank you Sir” she responded. ‘Amazing’ she thought to herself. He sweeps in here and changes the atmosphere with his presence. ‘You can’t bottle that’ she added to herself.
 



Chapter 12. Pulton 1 0600, 25 May.
Rihan too was up early. She had a short meditation, shower and headed down the tunnel to the command centre. The commodore was there already. “Good morning, Sir.”
Pious looked like he hadn’t slept much. He looked pleased to see her though. “Good morning to you too. Did you get some sleep?”
“A bit more than you I’d say.”
Pious nodded in a half weary way. “Yes I was woken at just after four. The comms arrays are gone. We’re offline as far as the rest of the galaxy knows.”
“But we knew this would happen.”
“Yes, but it doesn’t lessen its impact. I hate being without comms. It feels like the umbilical cord has been severed…but we shouldn’t dwell on that we can’t address.” Pious actually gave a bit of a smile. He was admiring how well Rihan looked.
“If you don’t mind me saying so Rihan, you look amazingly well given our circumstances.”
“Why thank you Sir. I feel well.”
“You’re not worried about his fate?”
She pondered that for a short moment, then looked up at Pious and with a big smile said “No Sir, I don’t think I am.”
“Well bully for you” said Pious. He took a breath in and straightened his back. “You know I’m sure that fiancé of yours will be leading the charge back here with the Wasp. Yes, then the boot will be on the other foot and we’ll be dishing it out to those snakes.”
Rihan smiled back. It was good to see the Commodore’s buoyant spirit return. And in that moment she realised that it had been because of her presence, her demeanour, her state. “Breakfast, Sir?”
“What an excellent idea. Yes let’s have some breakfast.”
An hour later Art stirred. He looked beside him. Sue was breathing easily, still asleep. It was still pretty dark in their room with just a little light reflecting in from the vent to the larger dorm outside. He could hear movement out there and checked the time. It was 0710.
He knew he had to rise and he had to wake Sue. It seemed cruel to do that but he gently shook her shoulder till she moaned and rolled over onto her side. That wasn’t the desired outcome. So he pulled her raised shoulder back towards him and she rolled back into his arms and embraced him all without waking up. He just laughed quietly to himself and enjoyed her touch. 
Eventually he whispered in her ear “Wakey, wakey darling!” Her good eyelid half opened. She recognised the face and then closed her eyelid again. As her conscious brain engaged she became all too aware of the swelling in her other eye. She raised her hand to feel it but Art grabbed her hand and said “No don’t touch it. Come on sleepy head. It’s time to get up and shake that lovely bot of yours.”
She shook her hips as best she could but it was a half-hearted attempt. Art gave her a gentle smack on herbackside. He then squeezed it and rolled out of the bedding. Robbed of her partner she moaned and patted the space next to her. “You haven’t been given permission to leave” she taunted.
He leaned over and kissed her on the head, resisting her attempts to drag him back down. “Come on. We have to go. Duty calls.”
 



Chapter 13. Pulton 1 0815, 25 May.
“You’re late” said Rihan as Art finally entered the command centre. 
“Sorry” said Art.
The Commodore looked up and saw Art. “Looks like you are in excellent spirits too LCmd.”
“Why yes Sir. Thank you” responded Art.
“Excellent. Shall we begin?” said the Commodore. Art took a seat next to Max Milo, the mining chief. They all focussed on the screen that displayed the floor plan for the complex. “As you can see these are the locations of our comms arrays and they all have been put out of action. We have also lost all other outward sensors including radar.”
“We need to consider how we can communicate with friendly forces overhead, even if it’s some form of crude signal. Any ideas?” asked Pious.
“The only physical access points we have to the surface are the three elevator shafts, two at the main and one at the facility entrance” said Max. “There are also the air-conditioning systems which have a number of emergency extraction vents.”
“Are these vents traversable?” asked Pious. “Could a person crawl through them?”
“I believe so, Commodore, but regardless it would mean a 6km climb to the surface” responded Max. He manipulated the console and brought up the schematics for the air conditioning system closest to them. “As you can see the vent zigzags upwards.” He again accessed the tools on the console to display the slope of the vents. “Yes it does look traversable. It’s around a 30 degree slope which is pretty steep. It would take hours to make your way through it in a suit. There is also the question of getting through the baffles.”
“Can’t you just turn them off?” asked Rihan.
“Only by venting air” replied Max and he looked at each in turn to ensure they understood the significance of that.
“So what you are saying” asked Pious “is that we can only consider this option if we don’t mind suffocating ourselves.”
“Depends on how long you need those opened. We can limit it to just one vent and if you don’t need to have them open for long, then we won’t lose that much air” said Max.
“Sir, we could just have them vent for as long as it takes whoever we send on this mission to traverse the baffles. Then they close them off and they have to survive on their suit’s supply plus any extra they take with them” said Art. “They could last for a few hours.”
“But if they actively broadcast the enemy will be able to locate them” said Rihan “so they must remain passive and only respond when our forces arrive. It would be best if they send a short transmission then get back down as fast as they can.”
“So they will need to carry not only a powerful transmitter but also a radar set capable of detecting our ships” said Art. Rihan nodded. “So let me get this right. They need to be suited up, carry extra air, comms and radar equipment not to mention food, water and a generator and they need to be on station for how long?”
“There’s no way the Wasp Group could be here before 0900 tomorrow” said the Commodore “and that assumes they are willing to commit and do so as soon as they arrive on Alpha Phi. They are due at Alpha Phi around 1400. I’d like to get a message out so they know as soon as they arrive that we need rescuing.”
“So our comms team are going to need to be on station from say 1200 today to allow for the two hour lag to Alpha Phi and remain there for at least 48 hours” said Art. “That’s a lot of air to carry even if it’s a high oxy mix. Probably best to do it in two shifts. Two people per shift.”
“Is there any risk to the vents if the enemy attack the team?” asked Rihan turning to Max.
“Well the vent opening will probably be closed but we have others” replied Max. “So no real drama there. But if the baffles were damaged in any way, then we’d be in serious trouble.”
“How long would our air last in such a case?” queried Pious.
“Let me do the math” said Max and he turned to the console. They waited as he entered in the parameters. “2 maybe 3 days.” But then a light bulb went off in Max’s brain. “Wait a minute. I do recall that it should be possible to shut down the emergency venting system altogether and that this disconnects the vents at each of the air conditioning systems. I’ll need to check on that.”
“And if we do that, what then are we at risk of” asked Pious.
“If there was a fire for instance, we would have smoke throughout the complex. A really severe fire would require us to seal off the affected section, otherwise we run the risk of it using up all our air. We would have to seriously consider doing the same for all fires big and small.”
“Letting the Fleet know we are still alive down here when they arrive is essential. So I think we have to accept these risks” said Pious. No one disagreed. “Art can you organise the comms teams?”
“Yes Sir”
“Rihan, can you work with Max and develop a contingency plan in the event we need to close down the vent system?”
“Will do Sir” said Rihan and Max nodded.
“Right, let’s hope we don’t have to implement it” said Pious with smile that was less than strong.



Chapter 14. Hermes 1 0905, 25 May.
Val Gomez brought the Hermes out of Warp over Alpha Phi. Warner was in the command centre, keen to find out any news he could. He let Val and the pilot go through their handshake with Westfall Control. Westfall was the city closest to where the radar station was that the Hermes had destroyed and now rebuilt. So Westfall Control were well aware of who they were, which made their warm welcome even more surprising, thought Warner.
“Control do you have any news from Klaster?” asked Warner.
“Yes we do Captain. Relaying those now. The last word we had in was at 0345 this morning. Nothing since then. It looks like their comms arrays have been taken out, which was to be expected.”
“Thank you Control. Any news on the Wasp Group arrival?” asked Warner, knowing full well that if they were still in warp, then there was no way they would be able to communicate.
“Only their transmission prior to warp, Captain. They are due in around 1400.”
“It is vital that I speak with the Group Commander as soon as he arrives.”
“Understood, Captain. According to our schedule, they are booked in for replenishment. We have all shuttles on standby from 1300 to effect that. Is this likely to change, Captain?”
Warner thought about the question. He didn’t want to get the Wasp Group Commander offside from the word go, so he responded “No, go ahead as planned with your arrangements.”
“Very well Captain. Are you in need of replenishment?”
“Yes we are. I will hand you back to Lieutenant Gomez and she can go through the details.”
“Thank you Captain.”
Warner let Val handle the administration. He turned his attention now to the Washington. He could see her icon on the display. She was some 50km away in a holding pattern. “Washington Sunray this is Hermes Sunray.”
“Washington Sunray here Sir” said Reina Suzuki. “It’s so good to see you made it Sir.”
“Same here Reina. It was a close run thing. Can you come over on your shuttle for a conference?”
“I’m on my way.”
Twenty minutes later Warner met Reina in the dock. He could see that her face was patched over her right temple and she was walking with a slight limp. She was obviously in some pain but her discipline enforced as a straight a back as she could manage. Warner was not going to rob her dignity by fussing over her physical condition and when she saluted he returned it promptly.
“Welcome aboard Commander” he said.
“Thank you Sir” she replied. 
Warner motioned her out of the dock and up to the conference room. On the way he said “Got a little rough I see.”
“Yes we took a bit of a beating Sir. I wasn’t sure we would make it, especially after we ran out of missiles.”
“I thought we were gone too but thankfully they had to slow down. Another minute and we would have been toast.”
They arrived at the conference room and sat down. “Coffee?” asked Warner.
“Yes please” said Reina.
Warner hailed Cranky with the order.
“Are you OK Reina?”
“I’m OK Sir. I got a little too close to one of those impacts and hit my head and fell. But I don’t need to be replaced Sir. I want to be in on this next battle.”
Warner was encouraged by the fire in her belly. “Good. But make sure you have your doctor check you out.”
“We lost our doctor along with our medbay and the people who were in it.”
“Geez” said Warner “How many casualties?”
“14 Sir. We lost eight in the medbay and Engineering took it bad. We’re down to about 50% power on the thrusters.”
“I’ll send my doctor and a medic over to your ship now so they can attend to your crew. The medic can stay with you. I can also lend you some engineering crew.”
“Westfall have been great. They have some techs on board now working on the engines. They reckon we need major repairs on the deck to fully rectify matters but they’re hopeful of getting our thrusters back up to around 80% within the hour.”
“Well that’s good news. I must say I am surprised at how much support the Alliance is providing. It’s certainly welcome.”
“They’ve been terrific Sir. Nothing like shared peril to bring people together” Reina added.
Warner reflected on her words of wisdom. “Yes, shared peril indeed.” He gave her a smile.
“What about your ship, Sir” asked Reina.
“We’re in need of missiles too but otherwise we’re good to go. And I do want to return asap. Klaster can’t hold out for too long.”
“I agree Sir. We will be ready in just over an hour.”
“Excellent” said Warner.
“You know Sir you’re starting to sound like the Commodore” advised Reina with a cheeky smile.
Warner laughed. “I know. I’ve got to stop that. Haven’t I?”
“You could do worse Sir. It’s not every day you get a senior officer staying behind to man the defences.”
“No, he’s got guts a plenty. We better not let him down.”
“No Sir. We won’t.”



Chapter 15. Pulton 1 0920, 25 May.
“I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be leading this team in person” said Rihan.
“Apart from Pat here I’m the only other person we have who can handle both the radar and comms kit” said Art. Rihan nodded at 1st Lt Pat Rogers. She was the sole surviving operator from Klaster Control. Her fawn coloured hair was dishevelled and her face had a smear of sweat and dirt. She was in need of a good sleep.
“Then we send three people up in each team” argued Rihan.
“Then we’ll need a forth just to carry the extra air and kit needed to support them” countered Art.
“Art’s right” said Pious. “Anyway we don’t have time. They need to go now if they are to get this signal out in time.”
“Alright Sir” said a reluctant Rihan. “Report in on the hour. Keep internal comms to a minimum. But let us know when you reach the baffles and get through.”
“Will do” said Art “And Rihan can you please let Sue know?”
“Sure” and she stepped forward and gave him a hug. “Take care, Art” she whispered.
The Commodore looked on. Normally he would discourage such open displays of affection but he knew that these were not normal times. When they parted he stepped forward and offered Art his hand “Good luck, Art.”
Art shook his hand. “Thank you Commodore.” He motioned for Pat to follow and he marched out the room into the tunnel. He picked up all his kit. It was substantial. Apart from his rifle, he was carrying the so-called mobile radar set, his proximity scanner and two oxy packs. Pat too was carrying the same and she was a lot smaller than Art.
Pairing with Art was Cpl Linda Baretto from the Comms Section of the Klaster Base facility. She was above average in height and looked fit. She was carrying the more appropriately named mobile communicator, two oxy packs and a portable generator. Pat’s partner was Cpl Cyrus Jakes and he too was from the Comms Section. Cyrus looked like he spent most of his time at a desk or terminal. He was carrying a communicator, two oxy packs and two fuel packs for the generator.
Loaded up they looked like a pack of sherpas, which given their task was a pretty apt description. They marched down to the air conditioning system 100m further into the tunnel. 
Max Milo was there to greet them. He shook his head when he saw what they were carrying, but knew better than to say anything. “Right, through there” he pointed and they made their way through several connected rooms full of plant and ducting and all very noisy.
“Here it is” said Max. He was almost shouting to make himself heard above the noise from the plant. “6.2 kms of vents. The baffles are 1 km from the top. You won’t need to suit up till then, though it’s likely to be stuffy anyway. Once you get to the baffles give us a holler and I’ll open them. Make sure you have a firm grip otherwise you may get blown over. Use the suction pads I gave you and you should be right. Once you’re through, let me know and I’ll switch it off. Someone will be manning this here till you guys return. Got that?”
“Got it” yelled back Art. He nodded and moved through the hatch. As he passed, Max gave him a pat on the back. While Art appreciated the sentiment he didn’t appreciate the downward force on his otherwise burdened back. 
Once all four had passed through, Max sealed the hatch door. Art heard it and prayed he would hear it again. They marched on level surface for a hundred metres or so, then it began to incline steeply. Art checked the time and knew they had to hurry, despite the burden. He stretched out a little and quickened the pace.
After thirty minutes he paused and eased his back against the vent wall. The others were grateful to follow suit. He took a short drink of water and checked his pace counter. They needed to be moving at 3 kph if they were to reach the top, set up and send their signal in time. On flat ground that equated to around 3600 paces. But given the steep slope it would be more like 4500 paces per hour. The count showed 2087. 
“We need to pick up the pace folks” he said and stood upright and the others knew that the rest was over.
Art trudged on with his helmet light illuminating the way ahead. The vent was just under 2m high and about 3m wide. So there wasn’t much extra headroom for Art. Every now and then a cable conduit ran across the roof and he had to duck, in case he smacked his helmet into it. 
The others had their lights off and relied on Art’s beam so they had to stay close. Now that he was pacing it out even further, the diminutive Pat Rogers was struggling. An increasing gap had opened up. Finally, Pat had to call out. 
“I can’t keep up Sir” she advised.
Art stopped and took a breath. “Alright. How are you holding out Linda?”
“I’m OK Sir.”
“Pat, you and Cyrus can lessen the pace. When we get to the baffles I’ll check in with you and if necessary we’ll cross over separately. Is that OK with you?”
“Yes Sir, thanks.”
Art and Linda marched on at their cruel pace. Pat turned on her light and she and Cryus were grateful to slacken off a little.
Art came to the first of three 90 degree turns. They had been moving for over 75 minutes. He looked at Linda. He was impressed with her stamina but the strain and fatigue was showing on her face. Her helmet was almost fully steamed up. She leaned against the wall as soon as she saw him turn. He knew then that they were going to be late.



Chapter 16. Pulton 1 1150, 25 May.
It was only ten minutes before they were supposed to have sent their signal when they reached the first baffle. Art was exhausted and Linda was still one hundred metres back. He could hear her feet, more of a shuffle than a thud. He waited for her to close.
“Better get out the suction devises” he said, still panting and trying to regain his strength. She just stayed there propped against the wall. He opened her front pouch and pulled them out himself. She reluctantly accepted them and began affixing them to her knees and arms. 
“Pat, better fit your suction devices and suit up.”
“Roger” said a weary voice through the comms channel.
Art fixed his own devices and suited up. He faced the wall and activated the devices by voice command. As he moved his knees closer to the wall they took hold. He secured his rifle through his webbing in front and then secured each arm to the wall. When Linda had done the same he hailed Pat. “Are you ready?”
“Just a minute … Yeh I’m good.”
“Max, the team is in two parts. I and Linda will go through the baffles now. Pat and Cyrus are some way off. You’ll have to re-open for them later.”
“Understood Art. OK hold on everyone. Here goes.”
Art could see the baffles opening ahead. They were a series of three heavy metal doors. When the last one opened, there was a rush of air towards the vacuum of space. It gathered momentum quickly. The voice activation took a bit of getting used to. He had to actually think of the movement he wanted rather than instinctively doing it. But he struggled on. It was only for about 100m. 
It took him ten minutes though to traverse the baffles and another minute for Linda. “OK Max, we’re through” he advised.
“Shutting down now” said Max. “Let me know Pat, when you’re ready to go through.”
“Will do Max” said Pat, ever so grateful the gale had stopped.
“All suckers deactivate” ordered Art to his suit. They released and he took a stretch and then bent and heaved his back to adjust his gear into a less painful position. “OK Linda we need to crack on. Let’s go.”
“Right behind you” she replied.



Chapter 17. Pulton 1 1300, 25 May.
“Maam, we’ve just heard an explosion in the secondary shaft at the main entrance” hailed Liz. “They’re probably blowing the baffles.”
“Right” said Rihan. “I’ll put the fire-brigade on fifteen minutes warning to move. Let me know when you hear the second. That way I’ll know how long we have.”
“Yes Maam.”
“So they are not giving up after all” said Pious. “It’s good to know we have a worthy opponent, is it not?” he asked rhetorically. 
Rihan was already thinking of the things she needed to do when Sue hailed her “Rihan, we have an explosion in the shaft. They must be coming through the baffles.”
“Shit…alright Sue, we have an explosion at the main entrance too. Looks like they are going to try and force entry from both ends at once. Let me know when the next one occurs.”
“Will do. Any news from Art?”
“Last I heard he was through the baffles. Don’t worry about him. See to yourself and your troops. You’ll have a fight on your hands in a few hours.”
“Yes I reckon we will. Any chance we can get a Trojan in support and some more troops?”
“I’ll get back to you on that shortly.”
“Thanks Rihan.”
“Chuck, can you come here now please?” tasked Rihan.
“I’m on my way” replied Chuck. He jogged the 300 metres and came in to see her looking through the order of battle.
“Take a seat Chuck” said Pious. “We’ll be with you in a second.” Pious then turned back to the console and noted what Rihan was pointing to. He then turned back to Chuck. “You know about the explosion at the main entrance?”
“Yes Sir.”
“We have another at the facility entrance” said Pious.
“Shit” responded Chuck “Decision time, hey?”
Pious nodded. “Rihan?”
“Chuck where do you think the main push will come?” asked Rihan.
“I’d have to say the main entrance. If they can force entry there they can clear that battle shuttle out of the shaft and bring down some more. That will give them the best chance in my opinion.”
“We agree” said Rihan and Pious nodded. “But we also don’t think that the force we do have at the facility entrance can withstand much of an assault.”
“I agree with that too” said Chuck. “How about we send them Tango 3 and another team from the Sydney detachment. That will still leave us with a good sized reserve, including Tango 4.”
Rihan looked to the Commodore. He nodded. “Fine Chuck, can you despatch them on their way. I’ll inform Chalker to expect them.”
“Any news from Art?” asked Chuck.
“He should be near the top soon.”
“I do hope he gets through. No one down here wants to be written off by Fleet just yet” said Chuck.
“Rest assured Chuck, Fleet won’t be writing us off” replied Pious.
“No Sir. Of course not. I better get onto this” and he ducked out.
“Art?” hailed Rihan.
“Yes” said Art huffing and puffing as he pushed himself forward.
“The enemy is blowing the baffles in both light elevators.”
“Oh…We’re nearly there. I’ll make sure we send that info too. And Rihan?”
“Yes Art”
“Look after Sue for me.”
“I will Art. Just focus on getting that signal out.”
It was another 10 minutes before Art could see a faint light ahead. Spurred on by the hope of reaching their objective, he picked up the pace. Linda just saw him reach out and thought ‘Oh no!’ but then she raised her eyes a little and she too saw it. She dug deep and accelerated just a little.
Art reached the vent entrance. It was directly overhead and had a grate across it. But he could clearly see some twinkles in the half-light that constituted early afternoon on Klaster. With no atmosphere of its own, there was no cyan sky let alone clouds.
They both took off their packs and spent the next minute recovering from their exertions. “Come on Linda, break out that communicator. Don’t worry about the generator just yet.”
Linda had wanted more time to recover but she forced herself to respond “Roger Sir” and she pulled out the communicator from her bumpack. She pulled out what looked like a pine cone. It was the telescopic antenna. First she used the sucker on its base to secure it to the floor. Then she activated it and it began extending upwards. She steered its end through the grate and let it extend to its full 20m height. She then checked the battery level on the communicator. It was at 80%, which would give them about 6 hours supply. She opened up the controls and synced the antenna to the communicator. She then gave Art the thumbs up. 
He shuffled over next to the communicator and opened up the pre canned signal. He added ‘Enemy attempting to breach light elevator shafts at 1300.’ He then hit the Send button and watched the console waiting for the progress bar to run through to the end. As soon as it did, he shut down the communicator.
“Rihan, we’ve sent the signal” advised Art.
“Roger that. Signal sent 1315” responded Rihan.
“Come on. Lets’ get some distance between us and this grate” said Art.
Linda de-synced the antenna, deactivated it and when it had collapsed back down deactivated the sucker and stowed the gear. ‘She knew her stuff’ thought Art and for that he was grateful. As soon as she was done he hoisted his pack and they trundled back down the vent. When they were 200m away, they stopped and rested.
Art checked his air supply. He couldn’t believe how low it was. He turned to Linda “How much air do you have left?”
“50 percent” she responded.
“Me too” said Art. “Damm it, we’re not going to have enough for the full 48 hours.”
“Why don’t we leave Pat and Cyrus behind the baffles and take their supply” suggested Linda.
“Good thinking” said Art and Linda smiled feeling very pleased with herself.
“Pat how far are you from the baffles?”
“I can see them up ahead.”
“We’re too low on air. You and Cyrus need to stay downside of the baffles. We’ll come and get your air and fuel.”
“Roger that” said a weary Pat. She was so tired she’d agree to anything.
“Let’s rest for 30 and then we’ll head back Linda” said Art.
“I’m on it” said Linda and she lay down on the ground, her head leaning against her pack.
“So I see” said Art. He too lowered his knackered limbs to the ground and just slumped, resting his head against the wall. He looked back towards the grate and prayed their signal would be in time.



Chapter 18. Pulton 1 1350, 25 May.
Art and Linda had made their way back down to the baffles. Pat and Cyrus were on the other side some 100m away. All four were fitting their suction devices ready for the big blow.
When Art saw Linda give him the thumbs up he hailed “Pat, are you guys ready?”
“We’re ready” she replied.
“Max, can you open the baffles please?”
“Hold on…opening now” said Max.
It had been agreed that Pat and Cyrus would move the gear as they had done the least exertion so far. So Art and Linda just hung on to the wall. Cyrus led the way up with Pat close to him. They made their way along very slowly with the wind picking up speed. Each was trying to get used to the syncing of voice and motion.
Pat realised in the instant that she had given the wrong command. But it was too late. Her left knee failed to gain suction when it should and her body was spun over wrenching her right knee. She let out a scream of pain, but no one heard it from inside her closed helmet. 
It wasn’t until Cyrus had secured both his knees again that he looked back to see Pat struggling. “Pat, are you right?...Pat?” he asked. “Sir, Pat’s in trouble. I’m going back for her.” He moved back till he could push her back into the wall. Her helmet hit the wall hard. “I need help” he called out.
“I’ll go” volunteered Linda. It took her a good five minutes to close. 
“Hold her” said Cyrus. “I’ll have to climb over her.” He tried to reach the far side of Pat but with all her gear on he couldn’t. “It’s no use. I’m going to ditch her pack. Sir, look out. Her pack may be flying towards you in a moment.”
“OK Cyrus. I’m ready” said Art and added “Thanks for the warning.”
The pack dropped, bounced, rolled and lifted a bit, then repeated picking up speed as the wind drove it on upwards. Art could see it coming now. He positioned himself lower down and side on so he could reach out and grab it. As he looked back down it lifted a bit more and he regretted changing position. It was now heading straight for his head. He put out his left arm and met the backpack. It jarred him but the suckers held. The pack started to slide down and he grabbed the webbing. “Got it” he told them.
Cyrus had now made his way over to the other side of Pat. He lifted her helmet up. He could see it fogging up, which was a good sign under the circumstances. “She’s alive but knocked out. Her knee’s at a funny angle. She’s not going anywhere.”
“Take her back to  the other side of the baffles, Cyrus. Get Max to send some help to carry her out. Then come back here. OK?” said Art.
“Yes Sir. Will do!”
“Rihan, this is Art?”
“Go ahead Art” said Rihan.
“We’ve had an accident. Pat’s in a bad way. I’m arranging for her to be carried back. I have her kit. There’s only enough oxy for two of us on the surface side of the baffles anyway.”
“Alright Art. Keep safe and remember you need to be up and operating by 0830.”
“Understood.”
 



Chapter 19. Hermes 1425, 25 May.
“We have an Alliance frigate arriving Sir” said Crystal Wong.
A collective sigh of relief went up throughout the ship.
“Another frigate arriving….two caps inbound…carrier Wasp…another cap…another frigate…two more caps…2 more frigates…Sir we have a total of one carrier, five caps and five frigates.”
“Thank you Sgt” said Warner. “Ivan, give them time to do their handshake with Control, then hail the Group Commander for me.”
“Will do, Sir” responded Ivan.
Ten minutes later. “I have Rear Admiral McDermot for you Sir” said Ivan.
“Thanks, put him through.”
“Captain Warner?”
“Admiral thanks for speaking with me” said Warner.
“Do I take it that you being here means bad news on Klaster?” said RAdm Ross McDermot.
“It does Admiral. Can we meet?”
“Of course Captain. Please come over.”
“Thank you Admiral. I’ll be there directly” said Warner. Then he turned to his XO. “Ella can you please accompany me?”
“Of course Sir.”
On the short trip over in the shuttle Warner asked “Have you served with the Admiral?”
“Oh yes Sir” responded Ella. “I was posted to the Wasp Group only last year.”
“What’s he like?”
“He’s a bit of a stickler for the rules, Sir. He likes to run a tight ship and an even tighter group. But he’s a fighter Sir. Make no bones about that.”
“Anything else I should know?”
“You will be fine Sir. He will respect your record. But you do need to convince him of the merit of your case. Junior officers fear his critiques. He has a sharp mind.”
“Do you like him?”
“I don’t really know him that well. But yes I do admire him. He doesn’t suffer fools gladly and once he sets his mind to something he will follow through.”
“Mmm…” said Warner and Ella left him deep in thought. 
They docked on the Wasp at 1505.
“Ah Captain Warner, welcome to the Wasp” said RAdm McDermot.
McDermot had one of the faces that weathered with age regardless of exposure to the elements. He looked fit and lean, though Dave thought he was probably more muscular in his earlier years. His thick grey hair was brushed back. He had piercing dark eyes.
“Thank you Admiral. It looks a fine ship” said Warner as he observed the military guard turned out to greet him. He returned the salute and was ushered by the Admiral to a conference room at least four times as large as the one on the Hermes.
The Admiral made the introductions. There was Captain Sean Caniff, the commander of the Wasp carrier and Commander Lindsay Han, the Wasp Group Ops Officer.
Caniff was a tall beanpole with a furrowed brow. He had cause to be worried but Dave suspected it was more of a permanent feature. He had a slight stoop. He brushed his thin greying hair back before shaking Dave’s hand. 
Han was younger and looked energetic. He had olive complexion and black hair. He was serious and his brown eyes looked straight into Dave’s. Dave thought that he would not suffer fools gladly.
“Perhaps Captain, you might brief us on what’s happened on Klaster?” McDermot asked. “All I know is what has been relayed via Westfall Control from your Commodore Pious. Namely, that an enemy fleet has attacked and you have been forced away and that the base defences have been destroyed and the personnel taken to the mine complex.”
“That’s right Admiral. We were forced to warp away from Klaster just after 1600 yesterday. The enemy has a sizeable force including one carrier and four caps plus several corvettes. In the ensuing engagement we destroyed around twenty of their fighters.”
“By the sounds of it you were lucky to warp away.”
“Yes and no Admiral. Our base force warped away with 80% of its transport, which was a fair result. But the Sydney was heavily damaged and has warped to Polaris for repairs. The Washington got beaten up too but now has 80% power and I deem her to be operational. The Hermes has only minor damage. We are ready to go back.”
“I am glad to hear that Captain. Control advises that they have not received any communications from Klaster since 0345 this morning. What do you make of that?”
“That the enemy have done the smart thing and destroyed their comms arrays on the surface.”
“And don’t you think that a smart enemy would have also breached the mine complex by now?” said Lindsay Han.
“They would have tried for sure. But I doubt they would have been successful. We had four marine platoons, a Trojan platoon plus a platoon equivalent of base guards. Both entrances were heavily fortified and the defence plan called for a delay and withdrawal down into the mine complex. The entrance shafts are baffled and protected by blast doors.”
“Yes but these can all be breached. You know that” countered Han.
“But breaching takes time and that is why we must act now and warp to Klaster with the entire Wasp Group and our two frigates.”
“Captain I have orders to detach three of my frigates to recon Chelora” said McDermot.
“Yes Admiral I appreciate that. It was on my recommendation. That is where we believe the enemy is staging from. However, the enemy fleet is now over Klaster and unless we intervene with the full force at hand we won’t defeat it.”
“You say the enemy had a force not much less than ours” said the Admiral. “Normal strategy would dictate we amass a superior force before moving against them. In other words, we should wait for the Enterprise.”
“This is not a normal situation, though. By waiting we seal the fate of over five hundred people on Klaster. We surrender it to the enemy and allow him to build up his own defences there.”
“That’s if their fate has not already been sealed” said the Admiral. “I think it best to send a reconnaissance first. We can do that while the other recon mission is conducted to Chelora. Then when the Enterprise Group arrives we strike with overwhelming force.”
Warner looked at the other faces in the room and apart from Ella he saw no comfort in any of them. He realised he was losing this argument but he knew he could not afford to. “Admiral, how can you abandon these people? I wonder if your position would change if they were Alliance personnel.”
“Captain, that remark is unworthy of you. I understand your motivation for wanting to return and save your people but I have to consider the lives of over two and half thousand personnel in this Group.”
At that point a junior officer entered and passed the Admiral a note. “Excuse me” McDermot said to Warner and then he read the note.
He looked up at Warner and McDermot could see the resolve in his eyes. It was no wonder, he thought, that this man had achieved what he has to date. He averted his gaze back to the note. 
He pondered his own words earlier about the risks to his 2,500 people. This was one of those decisions senior officers are paid the big bucks to make. It was not an easy decision. If they were to commit now and fail it could well lose the war. But if they defeat this enemy fleet decisively then they may well win it here and now.
He reflected though that the most likely outcome would be a bruising battle in which both sides suffered loss. The question then as to whether it would be worthwhile lay in the probability of them forcing the enemy to retire, for securing Klaster would provide a significant advantage.
He again looked up at Warner. This young captain had not changed his demeanour and it was starting to rub off on the Admiral.
“This note advises that your people are still holding out on Klaster and that the enemy began breaching the light elevators at 1300. It would appear there is no time to lose. Captain if you would place your flotilla under my command we shall warp to Klaster post haste.”
A very relieved Warner responded “Thank you Admiral. We are at your command, Sir.”
“Right, now Captain, let’s work out a plan of attack while our ships are replenished. Han make sure we are ready to warp by 1700” ordered the Admiral.
“Will do Sir” responded Han. “I’ll be back in a minute.” Han left to pass on the deadline to the Group Quartermaster.
The Admiral turned to Warner “I understand the Base Commander Rihan Kabel is your fiancée.”
“That’s right Sir. But that’s not the only reason motivating me Sir. You made the right decision for strategic reasons” replied Warner.
“I understand” said McDermot and raising his right eyebrow added “I just want you to know that I am not completely ignorant of the situation at hand.” He finished with a smile.
“So I see Sir” and Warner gave a smile back.
Han came back in like a man with a purpose. 
“Ah Lindsay, everything to hand?” asked McDermot.
“Yes Sir. The Federation base force is lending a hand with the refuelling. We should be right for a 1700 warp.”
“Thank you Lindsay. Now let’s put our heads together and nut out a plan.”



Chapter 20. Pulton 1 1530, 25 May.
“Maam, that’s the last baffle gone” said Liz.
“Roger that” said Rihan. “Same deal as before I reckon. You’ve probably got another two hours before they demolish the elevator.”
“Yes but how will they breach the blast doors? The light lift is too small for one of their shuttles.”
“They obviously have a smaller shuttle or they wouldn’t have been able to get this far. It may mount a beam weapon too. We’ll just have to wait and see.”
A few minutes later Sue also reported that the last of their baffles had been blown. There was not that much she could do now. She had committed everything other than her precious reserve – 3rd Pl and Tango 4.
She looked across at the Commodore who was asleep on a cot in the corner. He had been up most of the night. They were so fortunate to have had him as their senior officer, she thought. ‘How wrong I was about him when he first arrived.’
She reflected on judgement and how it came in many guises, shapes and forms. It wasn’t always packaged inside a stereotype. That was for sure, if Pious was anything to go by. The initial appearance of the dapper martinet with his prudish almost puritanical attitudes had now given way to a man of great principle, courage and self-discipline. He had proven to be a man with a mischievous, almost wicked sense of humour. He had also been very generous and had shown great compassion when it was needed.
She couldn’t help but draw parallels to her father. In so many ways they were opposites but yes she thought the Commodore was a man to look up to, to admire.
And then she thought of another man to admire, her lover. She knew he was coming but she did pray that he would come soon and bring the Wasp Group with him. She couldn’t help but note her own practical thought processes in all this. Yes, she had come a way with her spirituality but her nature was extremely practical. She was the archetypal organiser, the doer, the fixer.
‘What was it that Dave said’ she thought ‘Oh yes, the two wings of the bird, self-effort and grace. Both are needed to succeed. So, I have done all I can and now it us up to grace to deliver the rest.’
She liked that. She felt the worry drain away. She turned to her console and opened the novel she had been reading. She leant back a little and felt content.
 



Chapter 21. Hermes 1700, 25 May.
“Warping in 5, 4, 3, 2 and away” said Aubrey.
“Thank you Aubrey, the ship is yours” said Warner.
“Roger that. The ship is mine.”
“Emma, Chase, Ivan, meet me in the battle lab in five” ordered Warner.
“Roger Sir” from Emma and the other two nodded.
“Chief Shavez and Sgt Puket please meet me in the battle lab in five” hailed Warner.
“I’m on my way” said Emilio.
“Roger Sir” said Parinya.
“Oh and Aubrey, since you have the watch, can you send Crystal in your stead.”
“Yes Sir.”
Five minutes later they assembled in the battle lab.
“I have already given a quick briefing to Commander Suzuki outlining the plan” said Warner. “We are now under command of the Wasp Group. The mission is to secure Klaster and destroy as much of the enemy fleet as possible. It will be conducted in two phases. First we destroy or chase off the enemy fleet and then we retake Klaster clearing out any pockets of enemy resistance.”
“17th Flotilla will provide close in protection to the carrier Wasp during phase 1 and we will lead the ground assault in phase 2.” Warner looked at the faces around him. There certainly weren’t any smiles. “You look as enthusiastic as Cmdr Suzuki when she realised she would be defending against enemy fighters again.” That got a bit of a laugh.
“It was an obvious choice for the Admiral as we know the lay of the land and their forces don’t. But don’t worry we’ll be backed up by six of their marine companies, three platoons of battlewagons and an engineer platoon.”
“Obviously we have to go in waves. Chief, I want Alpha and Bravo teams in the first wave with me. Charlie Team and a composite team from the military police will make up the second wave led by our very own John Wane here, Lt Kiralenko.” Chase gave a whoop and Ivan looked exceedingly embarrassed at this but the others gave him a smile. “Chief, I want you to accompany the second wave.”
“No worries Sir. I like bringing up the rear. Makes a pleasant change” Emilio said with grin.
“Chase, can you bring up the Pulton 1 schematics?” Chase fiddled for a bit with the controls and then the schematics appeared. Warner continued. “Right, we’re to hit the main entrance and the Washington detachment will hit the facility entrance. We insert as close to the entrance as we can get. Parinya, if on your approach you deem that we can fly right into the tunnel, then do so. The closer we can get in the better.”
“Right Sir. Do we know anything about enemy batteries?”
“No, I’m afraid not. We’ll have to play it by ear. Hopefully our prep will have taken them out. But go in with active cloak.”
“Roger that.”
“Once we dismount, Parinya you hightail it back for the second lift.” She nodded. “The sooner you get them down with us the better.”
“Understood.”
“Now once down we have to assess and make things up as we go. I don’t know how many enemy there will be. All I know is that in the last report from Klaster they claimed to have destroyed around 50 soldiers and at least two of their large battle shuttles. And these are big buggers and mount a beam weapon.” That got their attention.
“How the hell do they get a beam weapon in a shuttle?” asked Emilio.
“I have no idea Chief but they have. Their shuttles aren’t that well armoured, so it’s a case of powerful but fragile. Make sure every second marine carries a rocket launcher.”
“Right oh, Sir” said Emilio.
“We’re going to be fighting in a built up area so make sure we have plenty of grenades. But also make sure before you use these that you call out first in case the room is occupied by our own people. Remember we’re here to rescue them.” Everyone nodded.
“Ivan, you’re not going to have much time to sync things up but you need to do so with the Wasp Group Comms Officer. We need a channel back to their follow up marines and battlewagons.”
“Yes Sir. I have already done that” replied Ivan.
“Very good, Ivan. I’m impressed” said Warner with a big smile. Again Ivan blushed with the second lot of praise.
“Emma, you will be in charge up top while I’m on the deck. Your job will be to support us with fire as need be. Priority of course is any enemy batteries but after that any enemy shuttles, battlewagons or vehicles.”
“Of course Sir.”
“And keep us informed of developments up top that may affect us, like any enemy arrivals, god forbid.” Emma nodded.
“Crystal, during phase 1, our systems will be slaved to the Wasp but after that you will have free reign.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Chase, can you liaise with Cmdr Lindsay Han, the Wasp Group’s Ops Officer re tying in profiles.”
“Sure Sir.”
“We are scheduled to come out of warp at 0930. Make sure everyone gets some sleep before then. It’s going to be a tough fight. But if we keep our focus and our wits about us we will prevail. Any more questions?” There were none. “Oh Chase, one more thing please ask Cranky to put on something special for tonight’s dinner. Not that it’s a last supper or anything. But I’m feeling particularly hungry” and Warner gave him a big smile.
Chase smiled back. “Me too. I’ll get onto it.”



Chapter 22. Pulton 1 1740, 25 May.
“Rihan, there’s a series of rolling explosions going on behind the blast door” said Sue.
“It’s the elevator going up” said Rihan. “Not sure what will happen next Sue but stand your marines to and keep me informed.”
“They are already standing to and suited up. I have to go” said Sue. 
Her lead position was hailing her on the Pl channel. “I can hear movement or something behind the door Maam.”
“Stay focussed. I’m on my way. Tango 4 be ready to pour fire into any gap that develops.”
“Roger that.”
Sue grabbed her rifle and jogged down towards the front position. It was only 30m from the blast door. In hind sight she knew it was too close but reckoned that a dug in position at 30 was better than one out in the open at 50 and so had left it there.
She was just five metres from the position when the blast occurred. It was big. It tore the doors apart at the centre. A large piece of metal nearly cleaved Sue in half, just missing her. But the shock wave lifted her and blew her back a good twenty metres into the side wall of the tunnel. She was out cold. 
Tango 4 poured cannon fire into the gap despite the fact that they couldn’t see anything for the dust and crap flying about and then being sucked up and out the shaft as the area decompressed. Sue’s body started to be pushed forward with the flow of air. A soldier in the forward position was too busy cowering to see her body sucked past and beyond reach. As it passed, the other soldier realised what was happening and hailed Tango 4 to cease fire.
Sue’s body was sucked through the gap and into the base of the shaft. There was no way of knowing what had happened to it. “Christ, we’ve lost Chalker” the soldier hailed on the Pl net.
“What?” called out Sgt Kate Toomey.
“She got knocked out and sucked through the gap” the soldier explained. 
“What’s happening with the enemy?”
“Nothing so far.”
“You need to go forward and check it out” directed Kate.
Before the soldier could contemplate his response two rockets and a brace of grenades came through the gap. “Taking fire Sgt” the soldier replied.
Kate who was some 300m back now knew she had to go forward to see for herself. She sprinted forward as Tango 4 poured fire down into the gap. It tore and blew back the first of the enemy soldiers trying to push back. But a salvo of enemy rockets forced Tango 4 to reverse back. This gave the enemy the space they needed and they charged out into the tunnel.
They were met by quanto and pulse fire from Charlie Team of 1st Pl. Four of the initial eight enemy survived and went to ground ten metres from the door. Their return fire killed the two soldiers in the forward position. At 20m they couldn’t miss.
Another group of enemy soldiers charged forward from the gap. They made it through just before Tango 4 started firing again. Now there were twelve enemy pouring fire at the six remaining members of Charlie Team. Kate stopped when the weight of fire increased and she dropped in beside Trooper Gebre Salassie in the forward position of her Alpha Team.
“Cmdr Kabel, this is Sgt Toomey from the facility entrance. Lt Chalker is gone and we are under heavy assault from enemy infantry. I’m not sure how long we can hold on here. Request immediate back up.” There was no immediate answer. “Maam, do you read me?”
“Yes… I read you” said a faltering Rihan. “Confirm status of Lt Chalker.”
“She got knocked out and sucked into the shaft immediately after the explosion.”
“So you’re not sure if she’s actually dead?”
“No Maam. But there’s no way we can find that out right now. We have our hands full with this assault.”
“Understood. But you’ll have to contain it with the forces you have. Use your two Sydney Teams.”
“Right Maam” said Kate as she realised for the first time that she had actually panicked. “I will Maam. I’ll keep you posted.”
“Do that” instructed Rihan.
Kate turned her attention back to the battle in front of her. The enemy were pinned down around the now overrun forward position. Charlie Team still had three others, each approximately 50m behind the other. The fire from Tango 4 was preventing the enemy from progressing. And they knew that, for in the next second a salvo of four rockets were fired down the tunnel at Tango 4. It had run out of room to withdraw because of the now sealed blast doors behind them. It therefore moved forward but one of the rockets hit. Thankfully it didn’t penetrate.
But in the time it took Tango 4 to move, the enemy stormed and slaughtered the second Charlie Team position. Kate now faced a dilemma. Should she abandon this section of the tunnel and retire behind the blast doors behind her or open the doors and counter attack with the two Sydney teams. She decided to counter-attack.
She barked out orders for the Sydney teams to line up behind the doors ready to assault forward. She ordered the seven other troops with her, for that was all that was left, to hold their positions and provide covering fire.
The enemy wasn’t waiting though. They fired off another salvo of rockets, forcing Tango 4 to move back. It did so as the big blast doors opened, revealing an extended line of 16 marines. The enemy surged forward but the combined weight of quanto fire coming from the extended line of the two Sydney teams cut the enemy down. 
With Kate barking orders for the two teams to fire and move their way forward the enemy relented. The road ahead was littered with dead enemy. As the second Sydney team passed her, Kate jumped up and pushed forward with the rest of her Bravo Team. There was just the four of them but they were all pumped for action.
Tango 4 ceased fire as its line of fire was crossed by the first Sydney team. But it was no longer needed. There was now no enemy return fire. As the marines overran the enemy bodies they fired another round into them to make sure they were dead. 
They continued on with Kate and her small team now in the centre. As she approached the gap the light from her helmet swept the bottom of the shaft. There were a mass of enemy bodies.
“Halt” cried out Kate. “Tony, Gebre, Krishna clear away these bodies. Let me know if you find Chalker.”
It took them a good five minutes to pile up the grizzly bodies. As Kate turned to Gebre, he shook his head. There was no human body amongst them.
“Maam, we have counterattacked and resecured the entrance. No sign of Chalker. No body or anything.”
“Right Sgt” is all Rihan could utter. A tear was running down her cheek. The Commodore came over and put his arm around her.
“This is Pious. Sgt I want you to hold there. I am sending some engineers to see what can be done to repair the blast doors. Failing that you and your marines will have to pull back beyond the next set of doors.”
“Understood Sir.”
“Losses?”
“Four Sir, from Charlie Team, 1st Pl.”
“Enemy losses?”
“Hard to tell exactly Sir, but probably around 30.”
“Right…Excellent work Sgt. Carry on.”
“Thank you Sir” and Kate looked around her. It was a strange mood – part euphoric at having won the engagement, but part depressing at having lost so much and seen so much devastation.
“All right everyone. The Commodore himself sends his congrats on a job well done. Let’s clean this place up.”



Chapter 23. Pulton 1 1800, 25 May.
Just as Rihan was considering letting Art know of Sue’s fate she received a call from Liz. “Maam, the enemy has breached the blast doors at the main entrance. They have knocked out Tango 2. I count 10 plus enemy soldiers already through the gap. The forward position is overrun” said Liz.
“Shit, it never rains” said Rihan to the Commodore then she responded to Liz. “Roger that, I will commit Tango 4. Do you need 3rd Pl as well?”
“No just Tango 4 should be enough” said a confident Liz.
“Good to hear. By the way we have re-secured the facility entrance.”
“That’s comforting. Got to go.”
“Tango 4 move to the main entrance and support” ordered Rihan. 
“Will do Maam.”
Rihan decided not to tell Art just yet. She didn’t want to be cut off in the middle of it by some emergency requiring her immediate response.
“Chuck?” she hailed.
“Yes Maam.”
“Can you place 3rd Pl on two minutes’ notice to move and then go and check on how 2nd Pl are doing. They have a breach. 10 plus enemy through the gap. I’ve just committed Tango 4 to replace Tango 2 which has been KO’d.”
“I’m on it.”
Chuck was already with 2nd Lt Jake Tomar’s 3rd Pl. He gave them their warning order, hopped in his buggy and began to drive the five kilometres to the main entrance.
Rihan was getting worried. She hadn’t heard anything from Liz. As a rule she didn’t hound subordinates for constant updates. She knew that they needed time to do their thing. But ten minutes had passed since the notice of the breach. Finally, she couldn’t wait any longer. “Liz, come in.”
There was no response. “Liz, this is the Base Commander.” She waited a few more seconds. She was just about to go to the broader 2nd Pl channel when she got a response.
“Sorry Maam. Bit busy at the moment. All is well. Enemy checked. Got to go” reported Liz.
Chuck pulled up at the second blast door from the entrance. It was closed as he expected. The sound of pulse fire could be heard through the tunnel. The security guard at the control told him the battle was raging on the other side and that a counter attack was underway.
“Liz this is Alpha Sunray. SITREP?” requested Chuck.
Again there was a lengthy pause before an out of breath Liz responded. “Sir, there’s still a few enemy holding out ahead. Wait out.”
Chuck hated being cut off but he appreciated the need for Liz to focus on the task before her. He took comfort knowing that if there had been a real problem she would have taken the opportunity to call for help. In fact he had come to admire how Liz had developed. She held her nerve and remained calm in this crisis, the hallmark of a good field commander.
So Chuck waited. The sounds of firing petered out and a final single shot led to silence. Chuck resisted the urge to call for another report.
“Sir, you can come through now but suit up first.”
“Roger” and Chuck motioned to the guard who sealed his own suit and opened the doors enough for Chuck to move through. He then closed them.
Chuck walked with his rifle at port. It was all dark ahead but he could hear voices, human voices and they weren’t shouting. That was a good sign. He relaxed a little and quickened his pace. It took him a few minutes to cover the five hundred metres. 
He found Liz leaning over one of her troopers. A fellow trooper was applying a dressing to his leg. The soldier’s face was actually relaxed if not elated. The euphoria of not only surviving but winning in combat was temporarily anaesthetising the pain. But Chuck knew that he would feel if alright in a few minutes’ time. 
He noted the way the other troopers were looking at Liz. She had obviously earned their respect if not admiration. He switched to the 2nd Pl channel and it was very noisy with many talking at once. Comms discipline had been shelved for the moment.
He switched back to a direct channel and hailed Liz. Liz still had her back to him and she turned to see her CO. She had a smile on her face but there was also sadness there. He could see that she was feeling the losses she had sustained. He had counted three on his walk down and as he looked around he could see another two wounded. There were dead enemy throughout. He gave up counting after twenty.
“Sorry Sir” apologised Liz “I had to focus…”
“No need to apologise Liz. You did the right thing. Are you OK?”
“Yes Sir. I don’t know how any of us survived that firefight. Tango 4 made the difference.”
Chuck just nodded. Then he said “Put your wounded in my buggy and I’ll get them back to the medical centre. Clean up here as best you can. I’ll have the engineers come forward to reseal the breach.”
‘Roger Sir. Any chance we can get a feed – hot food would be nice?”
“I’ll see what we can do. Well done Liz. You and your marines have done a good job.”
“Thank you Sir. I’d like to recommend acting Cpl Taleen Gregorian for an award Sir…”
“Fine, but let’s leave that for now. Focus on getting the place secure and your troops fed and rested. It’s going to be a long night.”
“Yes Sir. Thank you.”
 



Chapter 24. Pulton 1 2100, 25 May.
It was 2100 before Rihan stopped to think about her own dinner. She had organised engineers to seal up the breaches at both entrances. She had arranged for the evacuation of the wounded and the placement of friendly dead in a temporary morgue. She had gone to each entrance with Pious and checked on the troops. She had ensured that the frontline teams had been rotated back. Checked that the breaches had been sealed and the tunnel sections pressurised. She had conducted a debrief with the Commodore, Chuck, Liz, Jake and Kate. She had checked on Max regarding his mining staff and arranged for Chuck to take the next watch in the command centre.
She was done in. She went to the mess area down the tunnel to find them washing up. All the meals had gone. She grabbed a sandwich and a coffee and sat down on a crate. It was only then that she remembered she had not told Art about Sue.
She knew that it would be best to do this in person, but she had no stamina left for such an undertaking and she knew she couldn’t take Art away from the vent. As she thought about what to say she lost all appetite. She looked at the half sandwich remaining. She was about to bin it, but forced herself to eat as she did not know when she would next eat. So she ate it without relish.
She went back to the command centre. The Commodore was already asleep. She didn’t want to disturb him so she went to the adjacent room where she had her bedding and shut the door.
“Art” she hailed. But there was no answer. “Art, you there?” Still no answer. She hailed Linda Baretto.
“Maam, he’s asleep. Do you want me to wake him?” Linda asked.
“No don’t bother. Ask him to contact me when he wakes up.”
“Will do, Maam.”
“Goodnight.”
“You too, Maam.”
She said to herself that she would just rest her eyes a minute. But as soon as she lay back on her bedding she fell asleep.
 



Chapter 25. Pulton 1 0445, 26 May.
Chief Tim Chang who was the A Coy Sergeant Major woke Rihan. He had initially tried calling out to her, then gently touching her shoulder. He was now shaking it quite hard. “Maam, you need to wake up. Maam, we have another breach. Maam, for heaven’s sake wake up.”
Rihan finally became aware. She had been in such a deep sleep. She raised her hand and Tim stopped shaking her. “Chief?”
“Enemy have breached again at the main entrance. It’s a big push. Lieutenant Adair’s in trouble. I think we need to commit the reserve.”
“Where’s Yaeger. He’s asleep Maam. I took over watch two hours ago.”
“What time is it?”
“Getting on to 0500, Maam.”
“I’ll be out in a sec.”
“Right O” and he stepped out. Rihan got up from her covers. She was still in her suit. She splashed some water onto her face and could finally see clearly. She reached for her helmet and rifle and stepped out into the command centre.
Chang was a wise head on a now ageing but still reasonably firm body. After 20 years’ service he had to really make an effort to push his frame around. His boss Chuck Yaeger valued him for his knowledge and wise counsel. There was need of that now.
“Where’s the Commodore?” she asked. “And Cpl Swift?”
“He left to take a look, Maam and took Jenny with him in the buggy. That was ten minutes ago. They should have reached there by now but Lt Adair said she needs the reserve asap.”
“Thanks Chief” said Rihan. She was getting her wits about her now. “Liz, this is Rihan.”
“Thank God Maam” said Liz. “We’re in trouble. My third team has been overrun. I’ve had to pull back to the rooms off the side of the tunnel. I’m holed up in here with just 8 marines. Tango 4 is KO’d. I can hear the enemy outside, they’re preparing chargers to blow the second set of blast doors.”
“What about the Sydney Team backstopping you?”
“They’re on your side of the second blast doors. But I don’t know how long they will last. You need to commit the reserve now” said an anxious Liz. 
“Have you seen Pious?”
“Negative.”
“OK I’m committing the reserve. Hang in there.”
“Jake?”
“Maam.”
“Liz is in trouble. The enemy have cleared the first section of the tunnel and bottled Liz and some of her marines in one of the side rooms. The enemy is preparing to breach the second set of blast doors. I need you to get to the main entrance immediately and contain the situation. I will try and get Tango 4 to you directly. Keep an eye out for Pious. He should be there by now.”
“Understood, Maam. We’re on our way.”
“Sir, this is Rihan”….no answer. “Sir, come in.” Still no answer. ‘Geez I hope he’s OK’ she said to herself.
“Chief, organise a local defence team to protect this command centre. Grab whoever you can find and deploy down the tunnel in front of the blast door.”
“Right O, Maam” and he grabbed his rifle and headed out.
“Kate?”
“Maam.”
“I need Tango 4 to hightail it to the main entrance now. We have a major breach.”
“Understood Maam.”
“Any developments there?”
“No, haven’t heard a thing.”
“OK can you send me one of the Sydney teams as my reserve. Mount them in the buggies and have them make haste to the command centre.”
“Roger that.”
‘OK’ Rihan said to herself. I’ve committed the reserve. Check! I’ve created a new one. Check! I’ve mobilised a defence team. Check!’ She sat down and took a deep breath. She wondered how much longer they could hold on. If the enemy had too many more forces then they would be overrun by lunchtime.
“Liz?”
“Maam.”
“Jake Tomar and 3rd Pl are on their way. I am also transferring Tango 4. Jake’s first objective is to contain the impending breach of the second set of blast doors. Once that is attended to I will get them to counter-attack and relieve you. You need to hold on. We’re coming.”
“Thank you Maam. They made one attempt to force their way in but we stopped that. I think they are leaving us alone right now and focussing on the second breach. Jake needs to hurry. We have probably no more than six hours of air here.”
That last bit of info was piling on the pressure. “OK Liz just hold tight” said Rihan.
“Will do.”
“Jake?”
“Maam.”
“Keep an eye out for the Commodore. He left in a buggy for the main entrance over ten minutes ago and I can’t raise him. Cpl Swift should be with him.”
“OK I’ll let you know if we find them.”
Rihan lent back in the chair aware that for the moment there was nothing more that she could do to influence the situation. She had to wait now for reports to come in from the main entrance and for the reserve to arrive from the facility entrance. Only then would she have more options.
She decided to sit for meditation. She looked around but the place was a mess. So she opted to stay in her chair. She straightened her back and closed her eyes and took in some deep breaths exhaling long. She repeated the mantra in time with her breath and found herself calming down and steadying.
She thought of Dave and prayed he was on his way back. If ever she needed her knight in shining armour it was now. She checked herself though. She knew that nothing would be gained by trying to will something to happen. She had put forward her best efforts. It was now up to grace.
She slipped into a deeper stiller place within. She lingered there in the peace and tranquillity. ‘Why haven’t I found this place before’ she thought. ‘Ah…because I was trying to will it to happen.’ She just existed there in that state for what seemed like a very short time.
But she was awoken abruptly when Jake hailed her. She checked the time. She had been meditating for nearly fifteen minutes.
“Maam, this is Jake. Please come in.”
“Jake.”
“I’ve reached the Sydney team. They are all OK. The blast door is still intact. I found the Commodore. He and Swift are here now. They are OK. His communicator is KO’d. He says he’s coming back now and wants to know if you can have a tech there to fix it or get him a new suit.”
A relieved Rihan responded “OK Jake. Well done. Deploy your platoon there now. Liz believes the enemy are preparing to blow the door. You need to defeat the enemy coming through, then counter-attack to relieve Liz and the rest of 2nd Pl. There are just nine of them holed up in the room on the right. So make sure your troops are aware that they are in those rooms.”
“Will do, Maam. Any news on Tango 4?”
“They should be there soon. I’ll check.”
“Thanks.”
“Tango 4 what’s your ETA?”
“About five minutes Maam.”
“Better step on it.”
“Roger that” and a minute later Rihan heard the Trojan coming past at high revs. She could also hear some scurrying as the local defence team tried to get out of its way. They were erecting shields and starting to dig in.
“Liz, how many enemy soldiers do you estimate in your section of the tunnel?”
“My scanner indicates a total of 47 but more are coming through the breach. I have 51 now.”
“Shit. OK thanks Liz.”
“Do you want us to try and intervene?”
“Maybe when we launch our counter-attack. I’ll let you know. For now just stay put.”
“Roger.”
It was almost 0530 when Bravo Team from the Sydney contingent arrived. One of their buggies had broken down in transit and they had to transfer gear. It looked quite a sight with four soldiers hanging off the sides. The Chief deployed them into the defences around the command centre. 
Now that Rihan had an option she felt a lot better. However, she suspected that they would have to be committed pretty soon anyway. 3rd Pl would have their hands full just containing the enemy let alone counter-attacking. Where could she garner another reserve? She couldn’t risk denuding the facility entrance any more than she had.
“Chief, can you please come and see me.”
“Be there in a minute.”
When he arrived, Rihan asked “We’re going to have to press-gang the loggies (logistics personnel) into front line service. Give Lt Masters my compliments and tell him I need thirty of his troops, armed, suited and ready to fight and I need them up here in 30 minutes.”
“Right O, Maam” said Chang and added “we’re scraping the bottom of the barrel now.”
“Oh no Chief, we haven’t press-ganged the mining staff yet” and she gave him a smile. She heard him laugh as he walked out the door.
“Jake, any developments?”
“No Maam, other than Tango 4 arriving. My scanner indicates several enemy just behind the blast door but that’s as far as it will work. Liz told me she has over 60 enemy in the tunnel. It’s going to be tough holding that many back Maam.”
“I’m scraping up some loggies for a reserve. As soon as they are formed I will commit Bravo Team from the Sydney contingent to back stop you behind the third set of doors. But Jake it’s really important to hold these enemy where you are. If we lose control of that section we will probably lose any hope of relieving Liz. Do you understand?”
“Yes Maam…I understand” said Jake. He already knew that but was hoping for a reprieve from on high.
The Commodore came through the door. He had an annoyed expression on his face. “Got to go Jake. Let me know as soon as anything happens.”
“Will do.”
“Commodore?”
“Rihan, this blasted communicator’s not working.”
“Just wait a minute Sir and I’ll get a tech here.” 
As she hailed for a technician, Pious sunk into a chair. He looked tired and concerned. As soon as Rihan stopped talking to the tech he asked “Is everything in hand?”
Rihan gave him a brief rundown on the situation and what she had done to create some more reserves. He looked at her as she gave her account. He was struck by the steadiness of her disposition. Her mind was calm. She had covered all the bases. Given the circumstances he was very impressed even a little inspired by her countenance.
“You are amazing Rihan. You have proved to be an admirable choice for Base Commander” and he gave her a warm smile. He felt his own spirits lift. She was surprised by the compliment and took heart from his smile.
“Thank you Sir. It’s been a trying time and likely to get even more so.”
Pious just nodded. The tech came in and Pious set about explaining what was wrong to him. 
Chang arrived a minute later with news that Masters was sending 15 troops up right now and would endeavour to rake up another fifteen once he had rounded them up from throughout the complex.
“Thanks Chief. Put Bravo Team on two minutes’ notice to move. They’ll be heading to the third blast door from the main entrance as backstop to 3rd Pl. As soon as the first group of loggies arrive, send Bravo Team on their way and slot the loggies into the defence here.”
“Right O, Maam.”



Chapter 26. Pulton 1 0610, 26 May.
“Rihan, this is Art.”
Rihan was dreading this call. “Yes Art thanks for calling in. Did you sleep well?”
“Yeh I’m fine. How about you? What’s happening? Any news from Sue?” Art rattled off the questions.
“I’m fine. We’re a bit busy at the moment. We’ve had a number of breaches and expect another at the main entrance any minute.”
“Is Sue OK?” asked Art, getting more worried.
“She’s missing Art.”
“What do you mean missing?” Art’s worst fears were materialising. The strain in his voice was clear.
Rihan went on to explain what happened and how she had been sucked into the shaft and that there was no trace of her after the counter-attack. When Rihan finished there was no response from Art.
“Art I’m so sorry. I wish I could be there with you right now.”
“I’ll come down and look for her” he finally blurted out.
“No Art you can’t. We all need you up there to make contact with the relief force.”
Art sank back against the vent wall. ‘How could this happen’ he asked himself. ‘I have only just found her and now she is taken away.’ “It’s not fair. It’s so fucking not fair!” he shouted.
“Art, please, we’ll look for her once we are secure. I promise you.”
“You promised to look after her Rihan. You promised me that.”
“Art, I’m sorry. But you need to get your act together. Everyone is counting on you.”
Art was now despondent. The anger had temporarily left him. “They’re always counting on me Rihan. Always.” 
“Art, you need to focus on this task ahead. It’s imperative.”
But Art was not going to respond. His thoughts were elsewhere now. He looked off as though at some distant object. Rihan’s words were lost to him.
Linda moved and sat beside him. She put her arm around him and pulled his helmet to her shoulder. She looked at the face of his helmet and could see it misting up. He was crying now and no one could hear him.
“Maam, this is Cpl Baretto. I’ll look after him.”
“Thank you Cpl. Just make sure he’s right to operate that radar from 0830.”
“Yes Maam.”



Chapter 27. Pulton 1 0700, 26 May.
Jake Tomar was checking on his rear team when the blast door exploded. He dived behind the screen of the nearest pit as pulse fire echoed down through the gap. He had been to quite a few range practices but had never heard this volume of fire before. It was deafening.
“Maam, they have blown the doors” was all he said and he wasn’t even sure she could discern what he had said.
“Jake, say again” said Rihan. 
“Doors blown. Under intense fire.”
Tango 4 now joined the fire fight with a devastating railing from its two automatic pulse guns and the constant thump, thump, thump from its main cannon.
Jake was trying to squeeze into the already confined space of the pit with the two troopers there. He noted that there wasn’t much return fire from his men. He had to do something about that.
“Return Fire” he commanded over his platoon channel. Slowly he could make out his marines firing back. There was still no rush of enemy soldiers. A salvo of rockets came through the gap along with a blanket of grenades. The rockets impacted on the blast doors some 50m behind him. All had missed Tango 4. The grenades went off like fire crackers by comparison with the boom from Tango 4’s cannon.
Then they came. “Let ‘em have it” ordered Jake. The fire from his troopers picked up. The enemy suits were dropping like flies. But new ones were stepping over them. They had six firers on the ground inside now. With their firepower they were pushing more troops through.
Jake saw a cannon blast lift bodies into the void above the road and then fling them unceremoniously against the side wall. This was his first time in combat and he couldn’t get his head around what he was witnessing. The pulse fire was non-stop now and any movement above ground level invited death. Somehow though, another four enemy were on the ground returning fire. 
More grenades were going off up front in both directions. Another salvo of rockets sailed past to the rear. Again Tango 4 was spared. Its commander moved a little forward and in the pause more enemy came through. Half were cut down but now they had fourteen firers. Some of these were firing and moving forward. 
Jake could see his forward position over two hundred metres away being overrun. Tango 4 fired right into it and blew whatever bodies were there, enemy and human alike, into smithereens. 
“Jake SITREP” demanded Rihan.
“We’ve lost our forward position. There must be twenty dead enemy near the gap. At least. It’s murder” Jake exclaimed.
“Can you hold?” asked Rihan.
“Don’t know just yet. Probably!” was all he could reply.
But then there was a major explosion near his second position about 100m in from the door. It was a lot bigger than any grenade he had experienced. The blast killed the occupants and flung the previously bolted shield another fifty metres down the tunnel.
The enemy rushed forward. Over half of the fifteen soldiers were cut down. But Jake checked his scanner and the count was now thirty seven. He was down to 21 marines plus Tango 4. The enemy were now 100m in and 150m away from his position. The fire was still too intense to move. But he knew if they continued this way his whole platoon would be annihilated.
But what could he do? ‘The guys in the forward positions are never going to be able to run for it without being cut down. Only those in the back have any chance of moving. But which way?’ he asked himself.
Tango 4 was now pleading with him to do something otherwise the enemy rockets would close enough to take him out. ‘Shit’ he said to himself.
“On my command Bravo Team pull back to the rear doors. Everyone else cover fire. Bravo Team pull back now.”
The eight members of Bravo Team crouched as low as they could and began to propel themselves rearwards. Jake saw two of them cut down and another was hit but carried on. They scurried back past him and hit the ground.
“On my command, Guard open the doors. Alpha Team and Tango 4 provide covering fire. Charlie Team and Bravo Team pull back 200m past the back stop. Ready….Go.”
The enemy sensing that a withdrawal was underway began charging forward. They were savaged as they did. In the process of the enemy charge and the blistering covering fire, both Bravo and Charlie Teams retired back through the rear doors. Only one marine fell.
“Sir, we’re down” called the Charlie Team leader.
Jake was about to order Alpha Team to fire and move their way back, even though he knew it was hopeless. But as he looked up he saw the enemy overrunning their positions. 
“Tango 4 pull back 300” he ordered. Tango 4 needed no reminders and reversed back along the side wall. A lone rocket rammed into the wall just ahead of it. But otherwise it was safe.
Jake now turned and ran at the crouch. He felt a sting in his left shoulder, then another just below it. He tumbled forward hitting the ground hard. He looked up and could see the doors ten metres away. He couldn’t feel his left arm. He forced himself to roll over like a roll of carpet. He was hit again in the right leg and again in the left leg as he rolled. He knew it was hopeless now.
“Shut the doors” he ordered. But as he glanced towards them, they were still open. “Shut the fucking doors now” he screamed. They closed then. He rested his helmet on the ground facing the door as the enemy pulse rounds impacted along his back.



Chapter 28. Pulton 1 0740, 26 May.
Chuck arrived weary and concerned at the backstop position behind the third set of blast doors. He’d had less than three hours’ sleep and yet the adrenalin somehow spurred him on.
He could see the despondent look on the marines’ faces. They had been whipped good and proper by a superior force. There was no shame in that but it still didn’t remove the bad taste in everyone’s mouth. They had just lost over half their number. There was shock, fatigue and fear.
Tasked by the Commodore to take charge here in the wake of Jake’s death that is exactly what he did. He appreciated that any thoughts of counter-attack had to be shelved. Even if they thought it worth the risk, these troops would not be capable at the moment. They needed time to recover, regroup and refresh. Trouble was, and Chuck knew this all too well, they were unlikely to get any of that.
“Maam, this is Liz. They just made another attempt to break in to our position. We killed several of them and took no cas here.”
“Right Liz. How’s your ammo holding out?”
“Low, about 30%. I take it we’re now pinning our hopes on the relief force?”
“Correct. We lost half of 3rd Pl.”
“Geez” said Liz. “What about Jake?”
“He didn’t make it, Liz. I’m sorry” said Rihan. How she hated having to be sorry all the time. She hated being the bearer of bad tidings, especially those she could do little about.
“Me too. He was a good kid. Showed a lot of promise.”
‘Not anymore’ thought Rihan. “Your OC has taken charge of the force behind the third set of blast doors. Our hope now rests on being able to grind these bastards down, trading space for time and praying that the Wasp Group arrives this morning.”
“Roger that. Well you know where to find us.”
“Yeh, take care.”
“You too.”
“OK, listen up people” said Chuck to the troops at the third blast doors. “It will probably take the enemy another two hours to set the charges and force a breach. We need to be dug in well before then. They took over forty casualties last time. They must be hurting bad over that. We have to be ready and inflict maximum casualties when they come through. We need to hold on here for as long as possible. Hopefully, the relief force will arrive later today. We need to hold on till then.”



Chapter 29. Pulton 1 0820, 26 May.
“Cpl Baretto” hailed Rihan. Linda stood up and walked down the vent 25 metres. 
“Maam” she said in a whisper.
“Where’s Art?”
“He’s here. Do you want to speak with him?”
“How’s he doing?”
“He’s pretty depressed. But he hasn’t folded. I think he’ll be OK.”
“Good. I’ll hail him directly. You guys need to setup shop now.”
“Roger that.”
“Art?”
“Yep” was all she got back from Art.
“Time to setup the radar.”
“Right. Will do.”
“How are you feeling Art?”
“Best not go there. Not if you want this done right.”
“OK. Let me know when you activate.”
“Yeh, OK.”
Rihan left it at that. She could sense his despondency. She just hoped that there was enough discipline and training there for him to hold it together.
“Come on” said Art to Linda. They moved back towards the grate. They first had to remove the grate and then position the radar array on the surface, allowing it a full unimpeded 360 degree sweep. 
Linda took out the daisy chain charges and affixed them to the edge of the grate. The plastic explosive easily clung to the grate. She gave Art the thumbs up. They moved back 20 metres and Linda fired the charge. The grate simply fell through to the floor of the vent. It was a nice clean break all the way around.
Art set up the radar console while Linda poked her head up above ground level for the first time in a day. There was no one there. She scanned the space overhead in a futile effort to identify any enemy spacecraft. There were none that could be discerned with the naked eye. She erected the array and gave Art the thumbs up. He noted it was already 0835. He set the sweep timer for 30 seconds. He activated the radar and watched the scope on his console. The sidebar was filling up with identified objects. His eyes though were on the timer. It fired and he deactivated.
“Come on” he said to Linda. She pulled in the array and he picked up the console. They walked back down the tunnel to their position 200m away. He sat down and reviewed the data in the sidebar.
He identified an enemy carrier, four caps, but only three light ships. There were several shuttles, obviously bringing ground troops to the surface. He counted just four enemy fighters. But then thought that would be just their CAP. There were no other objects identified.
“Rihan, this is Art.”
“Art.”
“We just activated for 30 secs. No friendlies. Enemies amount to one carrier, four caps and three light ships, four fighters and sundry shuttles.”
“Roger that. Let me know if anything changes. I’m relaying another signal for you to send. Please send this with your next sweep.”
“OK will do. What’s happening down there Rihan?” asked Art. It was as though the process of doing his actions had loosened the grip of his malaise. Not a lot but enough for the first time since hearing about Sue to think of someone else.
“It’s not good, Art. Jake Tomar died along with half of 3rd Pl. Liz and eight of her marines are trapped in the first section and we’re press-ganging loggies into the defence here.”
“I see. It’s been a day for dying across the board.”
“Alas it has. Must be time for another sweep.”
“Yes it is. I’ll catch you later.” Art and Linda moved back to the grate and went through the same procedure they would now do every five minutes till contact was made.
 



Part 6 

Liberation
 
 
No greater joy than a liberated soul
It’s what I’m striving for. It is my goal.
No greater ecstasy than a liberated heart
I yearn to be no longer apart.
No greater contentment than a liberated mind
I’m flying free, no longer blind.



Chapter 1. Pulton 1 0930, 26 May.
There it was. Art was halfway through his 30 second sweep when he saw the first frigate from the Wasp Group warp in. It was quickly followed by another three frigates. He forgot about shutting down the sweep.
“Rihan, four friendly frigates have just warped in” he advised. “Making contact now. Out.”
There was no more welcome news for Rihan. She turned with a big grin towards the Commodore and the Chief. “Friendly frigates warping in.” First a wave of relief washed over Pious. Then one of concern. He knew all too well that this battle was by no means assured. But at least they were no longer alone and for that he smiled back at Rihan.
It was such a good tonic, thought Rihan that she broadcast the news over the base channel. Art heard this too but he was now focussed on establishing comms. He had sent the pre-canned message advising of their current situation and requesting immediate assistance. Now he was trying to establish direct comms with one of the friendly ships. 
He hailed on the Fleet emergency channel but got no response.
“Try the Alliance emergency channel” suggested Linda.
‘Good idea’ thought Art and straight away was routed to the Wasp. The Comms Officer told them to hang tight that their first priority was to destroy or chase off the enemy fleet. He would hail once that was achieved.
“Roger that” said Art. He turned to Linda and said “Maybe we will get out of this after all.” She nodded, not daring to say anything that would upset him. But she could already see the redness in his eyes and she knew that he was now focussing on his own loss.
“How many friendlies?” she asked him. Art refocussed. Looks like three battle lines. Four frigates forward, followed by four caps, followed by the Wasp and two other caps with three frigates.”
The data on the sidebar indicated that two of those last three frigates were the Hermes and Washington. His best mate, Dave Warner was true to his word. He was back.



Chapter 2. Hermes 0935, 26 May.
Immediately after warping in, the Hermes had implemented the group attack profile. It was now slaved to the Wasp. It was providing top cover for the carrier. The Washington was providing bottom cover. The third frigate in their group was providing rear cover. 
In effect the whole group was in a chiselled wedge formation. The four Bravo class Alliance frigates were in the van, backed up by the second wave comprising four Alliance Shinto destroyers. The third wave comprised the Wasp in the centre flanked by the two massive Daring class cruisers, with the Hermes on top, Washington below and the fifth Alliance frigate behind.
The whole group moved and fought as one. The Wasp’s command centre managed the profile and directed fires. They had warped in only 5000 kilometres from Klaster. In effect they were already within missile range of most of the enemy. 
Salvo after salvo of missiles were being fired. The Wasp’s fire control system had given number one priority to the enemy carrier. It had launched its fifty fighters and these had now divided into two groups. Fifteen performed CAP duties over the carrier while the other 35 went straight for the priority target.
The enemy were spread around on three sides of the Wasp Group and were in some cases within cannon range. The agreed approach was to nullify the enemy’s acceleration capability and accentuate what they hoped were its powerful advantage in capital ships.
Beam attacks were underway between the opposing capital ships. Hits were being scored on both sides. Warner was thankful that the priorities for the enemy beams were against their caps. He, like the rest of the crew in the Hermes command centre, was glued to the big display watching the battle unfurl as though he was watching a movie. It promoted a certain level of detachment until he spotted a salvo of enemy missiles approaching along with four enemy fighters making a run on the Wasp. Their own missiles were being fired in response. Now the cannon erupted. Eight friendly fighters dived onto the approaching four enemy ones and within a few moments the enemy icons disappeared.
The Wasp received two hits from leakers that got through. The Akagi destroyer in the second wave was being targeted by two enemy caps and taking significant punishment. Its commander reported only 30% shields when the Admiral gave it permission to warp away. Their 6 to 4 cap advantage was now 5 to 4 and not looking so good.
Her sister ship the Sukoku was also in a bad way but at 50%, the Admiral took the risk and told it to hold station. He was really focussed elsewhere.
Some big hits were recorded against the enemy carrier by the second wave of friendly fighters. The first wave was completely destroyed. The third wave followed in the second’s wake and their short ranged missile fire raked the enemy carrier’s thrusters. A message flashed over the enemy carrier indicating significant energy being given off. 
“Enemy cap powering to warp” called out Crystal. An arc of missiles were heading straight for the enemy cap powering up. It wasn’t going to make it. They hit a few second later and Crystal exclaimed “Scratch one enemy cap.” 
“Another enemy cap is powering to warp. So is their carrier” called out Crystal. The entire Wasp Group accelerated towards the enemy carrier at max speed. A massive salvo of missiles were launched from the wedge of warships. At less than 200kms they hit the enemy carrier before she could warp away. 150 plus missiles were too much even for such a massive ship. They tore it apart.
This brought cheers throughout the group. The surviving enemy ships warped away. 
They had done it. They had destroyed the enemy carrier and one of its caps. More importantly they had secured the space over Klaster. 
On board the Wasp, RAdm McDermot breathed a huge sigh of relief. He could not believe they had been so lucky. He turned to Lindsay Han who was ecstatic. “Casualties if you please Commander.” 
This brought Han back to a more serious demeanour. “Of course Sir.”
The Admiral turned to his Comms Officer. “Get me that fellow on the ground.”
 



Chapter 3. Pulton 1 0946, 26 May.
The space battle had lasted no more than ten minutes. Chuck knew that, because he checked the time and one minute later the blast doors in front exploded. He along with his marines were already suited. They had been standing to for ten minutes now.
Chuck wondered whether the enemy knew they had been abandoned. It didn’t matter either way. They were charging out now, guns blazing. Tango 4, as before, was laying down a barrage of cannon and pulse fire from 400m back. The quantos were firing from up and down the positions. The enemy soldiers were piling in fast and dropping faster. Some made it to the ground and were firing back. A salvo of rockets forced Tango 4 to pull back 20m but then it started to fire again catching the tail end of another rush. 
Chuck checked his scanner. The enemy count read 42. But he knew there were more beyond his scanner as Liz said she had at least 47 at her end. He had 32 counting himself plus Tango 4. The odds were not good. But the enemy faced some real headaches. Tango 4 was their biggest and then there was the narrow breach through which they had to enter. Tango 4, however, was constrained from firing its large canon too close to friendly positions, lest they kill or maim them. So the enemy tactic was to close as soon as possible.
He had personally sited each quanto. The forward ones were set up to enfilade the enemy and the rear ones to fire into the breach. He had briefed his forward positions to wait for the enemy to build up on this side of the breach. When he gave the signal, they would hurl a barrage of grenades with the hope of blanketing and destroying them. He reckoned the time had come. If he left it any further they may decide to rush his forward position.
He gave the signal and a dozen grenades were hurled or fired. The tactic paid dividends. Chuck could clearly see less flashes now firing at them. 
Another salvo of rockets and one hit Tango 4 as it was moving forward in an attempt to dodge them. The Trojan stopped.
“Tango 4 are you OK?” asked Chuck.
“We’re OK but the battlewagon is immobile. We’re now sitting ducks. You need to do something.”
Chuck knew that Tango 4 was right. But he also knew he couldn’t afford to launch his own assault. It would be suicide. He was caught in the same bind as his subordinate had been.
The enemy had used the break in Tango 4’s fire to make another rush. They overran the forward position but paid dearly for it. There were at least eight enemy fallen in front of it.
“Keep firing” ordered Chuck. “No one withdraws. Is that understood?”
“Yes Sir” came back a reluctant compliance from Tango 4.
“Maam, we’re under heavy assault here. Our forward position is overrun and Tango 4 is now immobile. We need your reserves now. Any news on the space battle?”
“Chuck. Understood. Committing reserves now. The space above Klaster is ours. The cavalry is coming Chuck. They will be landing soon. Hang on.”
“Wonderful news. Thanks” said a heartened Chuck. “Listen up marines” said Chuck on his company channel “Wasp has kicked ass upstairs and the cavalry are coming. We’ve got to hold on here.”
There was no greater news that he could impart and he knew it would hearten the resolve of those in the tunnel. But right now he had to return his focus to the battle in front of him.



Chapter 4. Hermes 1000, 26 May.
“Let’s go” said Warner to Parinya. She hit the thrusters and they shot out the docking bay. The second warthog followed suit. They only had a short run in, some 20 ks. 
“Enemy missiles launched” called out Parinya. The plan called for them to ignore these. They were on active cloak and would trust that the Hermes would deal with them.
Emma, Aubrey and Crystal were managing the fire support from Hermes. The enemy missiles were targeted within ten seconds of launch. “Friendly missiles launched” advised Parinya. “Splash enemy missiles. Enemy battery is KO too.”
Warner breathed a sigh of relief. “Another light battery on the left” called out Parinya. “Three missiles away. Heading our way. Alain engage.” Alain started pumping cannon rounds into the oncoming missiles. They were now less than twenty seconds away. The railing sound inside the warthog was deafening. “Scratch enemy runners. Alain cease fire” said Parinya. The Hermes missiles had put paid to this threat too. Everyone in the cabin took their first breath for a minute.
“Alain, enemy pulse gun on the right.”
“Got it” responded Alain and let loose another bust of 30mm pulse cannon.
“Good shooting…another half left.”
“Onto it.”
“Sir, I’m going into the tunnel now. Get ready.”
Warner checked that everyone else was ready to go. He had Bravo Team, now led by Sgt Buster Williams. Buster gave him a nod, as did Cpl Dai Shu and Trooper Dakota Bridgewater on the quanto. They were all that was left of the original Bravo Team he had led on Tindel. ‘Had it really been only a month ago’ he asked himself. It felt like ages. ‘Focus Dave’ he said to himself. He nodded back to his comrades. 
He then closed his eyes for a moment and repeated his mantra three times. He said a short prayer that he be kept safe and that above all he would do his duty.
“Dock ahead” called out Parinya. “We have company. Alain to your front.” Alain didn’t even bother to reply. He raked the far platform on which the enemy had set up several positions. They were no match for a 30mm cannon round.
“Get ready to dismount.” The warthog’s thrusters switched orientation and it pulled up sharply. “Go” ordered Parinya. Dai pushed the hatch open. Dakota was first out. She hit the ground and was firing her quanto before Dai got to ground. The trooper behind went to the left and Buster dropped in behind Dai. He directed his other marines up to the left and they formed a rough line. Warner hit the ground last man out. There was still some incoming fire but not much. He checked his compatriots and they were all OK. 
Alain shifted his fire onto the tunnel. There was a desultory fire coming from behind where the blast doors used to be. It soon stopped. Buster didn’t wait. He ordered his team to fire and move in two groups. Warner went with Buster’s group.
The first group reached the platform, mounted it and took cover. It was now Buster’s group’s turn to rush forward. They headed for the old blast doors. There was no return fire. They stopped and went to ground just short of the old doors. 
While Buster directed his first group to clear the corridor and rooms behind the dock Warner looked around. He could not believe the destruction. There were two big battle shuttles destroyed at odd angles on the road. Destroyed bits of equipment had been piled up in the left centre of the dock, out of the way of any vehicles using the dock, thought Warner. There was a huge row of enemy bodies lined up against the back wall. There must have been over a hundred. There was obvious organisation at work here and they too respected their dead. Surely these were signs of civilisation. 
But now his focus was distracted by the arrival of the second warthog. Alpha Team poured out and went to ground. “Whisky 2, go back for the second lift.”
“Roger Sir.”
“Emma, we have secured the dock. Whisky 2 is returning. Any news on what channel to use to communicate with Klaster Control?”
“Yes Sir, patching that through now. Commander Suzuki says that her detachment has secured what’s left of the facility. The main building is just rubble. She’s trying to clear debris away to gain entrance to the elevator shaft.”
“OK good. Tell her to press on and if it’s possible to get some troops down the shaft using her warthogs. If not, then they are to secure that area with one team and bring the rest of her force here.”
“Roger Sir.”
“Klaster Control this is Hermes Sunray.”
These were the words she had prayed to hear. “Dave, thank god you are safe.”
“Rihan, are you OK?”
“Yes, for now. The enemy are making a big push to clear out our forces of the fourth section of the tunnel from the main entrance. I have just committed our last reserves. They’re loggies not grunts but it’s all we have left. Chuck Yeager’s in charge of the troops there and Liz Adair and 8 marines are holed up in a room at the far end of the second section. They are very low on air. Sgt Kate Toomey has a small force at the old facility entrance. It doesn’t look like there are any enemy down there. Where are you?”
“We’re in the dock. I have Alpha and Bravo teams here with me. Ivan’s coming with the second lift. Should be here in twenty minutes. Reina’s Washington detachment has secured the old facility or what’s left of it. I’ve asked her to try and find a way to get down the shaft there. If not they will come here. Can you advise your people at both entrances that we are on the ground? Can you patch us through to Chuck, Liz and Kate?”
“Doing that now. Take care honey! No heroics!”
“Don’t worry. I’m not feeling very heroic! You take care too. Love you.”
“Ditto!”



Chapter 5. Pulton 1 1020, 26 May.
“Chuck, this is Warner”
“I’m so glad to hear you Sir. Where are you?”
“We’ve just secured the dock and the upper level. I’m going to hover down in a warthog to your level. What section are you in? Are there any enemy in section 1 on your level?”
“We’re in section 4 in a close fight with the enemy. There’s about 40 of them here and probably another 20 in sections 2 and 3. Liz is holed up with a team in the room on your left towards the end of section 2. They need air desperately. We will hold here. Can you push from your end?”
“Yes will do. Hold on.”
“Liz this is Warner.”
“Sir” said a listless Liz.
“Are you OK?”
“Not really, getting very low on air in here. Are you the blue dots in the dock?”
“Yes. Can you break out?”
“No, they have barricaded the door. We tried that a while back.”
“OK, hold on we’re coming soon.”
“Right Sir.” Even if the door wasn’t barricaded, Liz did not think they had the strength to fight. She looked at her troops. They were all sitting up against a wall. Two were even lying down. “Sir, please hurry!”
“We will.” 
Sgt Li Lo the Alpha Team leader came up to where Warner and Buster were. His team were some twenty metres to the left and behind. Li had been called short arse throughout recruit training but no one would dare use that name in front of him now. He was a young sergeant who should have been a young officer. 
“OK” said Dave “here’s the drum. Our main force below is in a close fight with about 40 enemy in section 4. They think there are another 20 or so enemy in sections 2 and 3. Don’t know about section 1. We also have a small team of our marines holed up in a room off of section 2. They are low on air.”
“We’re the cavalry. We’ve got to descend the light elevator shaft in Whisky 1, and attack through sections 1, 2 and 3 to relieve our force in section 4. Buster your team will go down first and clear section 1 with fire support from Whiskey 1. Li you will then go down and clear section 2 with fire support from Bravo. Our second lift will then arrive and clear section 3 and 4. Understood?”
 “Yes Sir” said Li and Buster added “Got it.”
“Buster, mount your team and Li, form up and wait my signal.”
“Parinya patch me to Ivan.”
“You’re through now.”
“Ivan, we’re about to launch an attack to secure the first two sections of the lower level. Get yourself down via the light elevator shaft using your warthog. Once you have your troops on the ground in the lower level, form up in two lines forty metres apart ready to carry the assault into section 3. Let me know when you’re formed up.”
“Will do Sir.”
“Yeager reckons there some 60 enemy between him and us. We have them trapped and they know that now. Expect a tough fight.”
“Roger that.”
Dave jumped aboard Whisky 1 and scrambled through the main cabin to sit behind Parinya. “Parinya, take us down the shaft. Hover 30m above the bottom. We’ll repel from there and secure the shaft entrance. Once I give the signal, descend to the bottom and provide covering fire. Got it?”
“Got it” said Parinya.
As they descended down the shaft, Buster and Dai broke out the repelling lines and affixed them to the anchor bar near the hatch entrance. Dakota slung her quanto over her shoulder, thread the first repelling line through her belt loop, wrapped the line around her left forearm and secured it in her gloved left hand. She gave it a tug, looked to Buster and gave him the thumbs up. The rest of the first wave followed suit.
There was precious little clearance in the shaft and so Parinya was totally focussed on the descent. Dave was anxious to get down as soon as possible but he wisely left her to it. It seemed to take forever. Finally Parinya called out “Release in 1 minute.” 
Buster hit the hatch release and the door slid open. It was almost pitch black but their thermals showed up a green hash just two metres away. 
Dakota double checked her grip. Her face was set with grim determination. “Go” said Parinya. Dakota took a half pace and turned around to face inward. Her feet were on the edge and she bounced the line a little before kicking off and descending. Buster was next followed by the next two troopers.
All four were now dangling about ten metres above the shaft bottom. There was little light reflected in from section 1 but there was, thankfully, no enemy below. Buster released a drone and somehow managed to move the little stick on his controller fastened to his left hand. The drone descended and scanned out into section 1.
 “One enemy 50m from entrance. Go” said Buster and the four descended rapidly to the ground.
Dakota hit the release on her belt loop, swung her quanto off from her shoulder and dived to the floor bringing down the bipod and aiming down the sights. The lone figure stood some fifty metres ahead. It was frozen like a deer in the headlights. In a second it was reeling from Dakota’s first burst and it crumpled to the ground as Buster finally searched through his own sights. Another figure some two hundred metres in began firing at them. It should have taken cover for it took Buster only four seconds to make the kill.
“Come on” ordered Buster “we need you guys down now.”
Dai touched down first and pushed forward 20m into the tunnel with Dave and another two troopers. There didn’t appear to be any other opposition so Dave decided to order Parinya back up so she could bring Li’s team down. Dave let Buster manage the fire and movement through to the end of the section.  
Just as Buster’s group got within ten metres of the blown blast doors a helmet appeared taking a peek from the other side of the breach. It withdrew immediately, narrowly avoiding a burst from Dai’s rifle. Once his group were deployed Buster manoeuvred the drone through the breach. He checked the display on his controller. He’d counted ten enemy troopers before pulse fire erupted from the next section and the display went dead.
“Ten plus enemy ahead” hailed Buster. “The drones a gonna.”
“OK we wait for Alpha team” said Warner. It took another three minuted till Li’s team joined them and another two minutes to brief him.
“Go” ordered Dave.
Li fired two grenades from his launcher through the breech and his first pair of troopers rushed through and dove to ground on the right hand side. The enemy opened up on them from a hundred metres catching one of the second pair as he came in. The three remaining began returning fire. Li fired another grenade through and dived in, rolling away from the breech. The remaining three troopers in his team followed suit. One was shot mid-air. He hit the ground writhing next to Li. By the time Li noticed and went for his emergency dressing the trooper was dead. Li faced forward and fired another grenade at the centre of the enemy group. It proved very effective as half the flashes stopped. “Come on” called Li.
Dave whacked Buster on the back of his shoulder and Buster charged through, deploying on the left hand side. Bravo Team went through in two groups followed by Dave. Thankfully the enemy fire had slackened and they all made it through.
“Buster, open up.” Warner waited till he could see the flashes. He also noted a few returning flashes from 200m down the tunnel. “Li, go!”
Li ran forward at the crouch with his whole team. They went to ground twenty metres ahead. No further casualties. “Bravo up” ordered Dave and Buster lunged forward with his team mates. Again no casualties. But Warner noted that there were now more enemy flashes and he checked the scanner and could see red dots coming in from section 3.
Li charged ahead again. The man on his right was dropped. His three colleagues hit the ground, and crawled a little before firing. The fire from Buster’s team was being matched by a superior number of enemy weapons. They had an automatic gun trading bursts with Dakota’s quanto. 
A rocket sailed by Warner not a metre away. Warner turned to see the first warthog exiting the shaft and moving into the first section behind him. The rocket thankfully missed. Warner could see the troopers piling out of the warthog and hitting the dirt. He needed some heavy firepower if he were to progress. 
“Parinya, can you come forward to the doors and provide covering fire?”
“On it” and she glided the warthog forward hugging the left hand side of the road. She could see Li’s team on the right some 60m ahead trading fire with enemy flashes 150m forward. “Let ‘em have it Alain.” 
The 30mm cannon fire directed from near the roof of the tunnel shot over the heads of Alpha Team. Li was glad it was on their side. Alain raked from right to left. The churning effect on the ground ahead was fearsome. The enemy flashes ceased.
“Buster forward” called out Warner and Bravo Team charged twenty metres then went to ground. “Li forward” and Alpha Team rushed past Bravo Team and went to ground. Warner repeated the instructions and now they were only 100m from the end of the section. A group of enemy soldiers came through the blown doors firing. They caught Alpha Team mid stride and two troopers went down.
But the enemy foray was short lived. Alain cut them to shreds. “Bravo Team forward” Warner called. Buster and his troops rushed passed the door on the left and went to ground. “Alpha Team forward” and the remaining four members rushed up just short of the door. “Hold there” said Warner.
“Buster clear that door.” Buster nodded to Dai. She crawled over to the door, saw the problem and pulled out some plastic explosive. She applied it, added the det and then moved forward the twenty paces to Buster. 
“Sir, I’m ready to blow it. Can you advise those inside to stand back.”
“Roger” said Warner. “Liz, we’re outside. Stand back. We’re going to blow the door.”
“Wait one” said Liz. She dragged the soldier lying down in front back behind the upturned desk with the rest of them. “We’re ready.”
Warner gave Dai the thumbs up and she blew the charge. It was a ripple really not a large blast at all. The metal bolted over the doorway on this side was cut through in an arching line. A few enemy shots were still coming through the gap ahead so Dai crawled back and half lying, half sitting she kicked the metal sheet till it broke away.
“Liz, we’re coming in. Hold your fire.”
“Roger” said Liz. She had little energy left to breathe let alone fire. 
Dai crouched and opened the door. She entered and saw a helmet rise from behind a piece of upturned furniture. “Maam, you’re safe but the enemy are still firing down the tunnel. You need to stay here till the next assault clears the section ahead. Here, and she pulled out an oxy pack from her bumpack. Spread this around.”
Liz was overcome with relief but she was too tired to help. They all were. Dai realised this. “Sir, I’m going to have to stay here for a bit. They’re too weak to help themselves.”
“Understood. You copy that Buster?”
“Yes Sir. We’ll manage.”
Dai started to connect the oxy pack to the people lying down.



Chapter 6. Pulton 1 1040, 26 May.
“Ivan, are you ready?” asked Warner.
“Almost” replied Ivan. He was puffing hard as his long legs pumped to bring him up 20m behind Warner. Warner turned to see Ivan giving the hurry up sign. The team of military police (MPs) was right behind him. Charlie Team were only just standing up from their dismount some 100m behind. 
Ivan was now down on his knee. He had his arms outstretched on either side. The MPs lined up in an extended line centred on Ivan. Sherri Chang was by Ivan’s side. A few shots were still coming their way, so all were crouched. Ivan checked to see Charlie Team lined up another 20m back. Emilio was giving him the thumbs up.
“Ready Sir” said Ivan.
“Parinya, can you get through that hole?” asked Warner.
“No Sir” said Parinya “And I doubt we will be able to get an angle to provide fire support without cutting down our own troops.”
“Right” said Warner. He thought for a moment. “Li I want Alpha Team to provide the initial covering fire. Buster, I’m going to push your team in first. Go left, deploy and then provide covering fire. Once he’s through and up firing, Li, I want you to do the same but end up further to the left. So you will both be on the left. Buster you will be in charge of the combined Alpha/Bravo Group. Once we have sufficient fire going I’ll order you Ivan to assault through on the right. I’ll then fire and move you as two big groups till we reach the fourth set of doors. Is that understood?” Affirmations came in from all team leaders and Ivan.
“Chuck?”
“Sir.”
“We’re about to attack into the third section. Can you pin as many of the enemy in your section as you can and prevent them from intervening.”
“You got it.”
“Li light ’em up” said Warner and Alpha Team opened with a strong volley of fire. Li’s quanto was spraying fire down the tunnel as Warner gave Buster the order to go. Bravo Team was up and running through the left side of the door. Buster went first followed by Dakota. The third trooper through was hit and fell. The rest clambered over the body, now lifeless. They dived to ground and began returning fire. 
“Alpha Team go!” called out Warner. Of the four that rushed through only Li and two others made it. Seeing his troopers fall like that was affecting Warner and he knew that it would be affecting Ivan’s group even more. He could not afford to wait, though as this would only further undermine their courage.
As soon as Li was down and firing, Warner ordered Ivan to assault. He jumped up with them and broke left to join Buster. He hit the ground hard. He knew he would have a massive bruise there if he survived this.
Ivan’s big legs were pumping hard. He dove down and the rest of the MPs joined him. Not one was hit. Thank god thought Warner. They were returning fire but more enemy were pouring in. The gap now was about 250m.
“Chuck you got to stop the enemy from heading back here” barked Warner.
“Roger Sir but we’re running low on ammo.”
 “Alpha/Bravo go” called out Warner. Buster rushed forward with the rest of his group following. He lost another marine for the gain of 20m. At this rate, thought Warner they would all be dead soon. “Buster stay put. Provide covering fire. Ivan, you’ll have to carry the assault forward.”
“Roger Sir.” Ivan looked to Sherri next to him. He could see the fear on her face but there was also determination. It reinforced his own. “MPs forward” he ordered. He stood and charged. The eight MPs were up with him in a good line. Fire was being laid down from Buster’s group. The enemy, however, was equal to the challenge and picked up their rate of fire as they saw the charging soldiers. 
Pulse rounds were whizzing past. Ivan dove for the ground. He crawled a bit then popped up slightly and took a shot. He turned to his right to see Sherri. She was not there. He looked back in a fit of anxiety. She was down two metres behind him firing also. He breathed a sigh of relief.
“Charlie forward” Ivan ordered. Charlie Team rose, rushed and hit the ground under a strong rain of shot. Two went down. Warner couldn’t believe how many troopers he was losing. He knew all too well that in a vacuum, any penetration of the suit will kill you in a minute even if the wound itself isn’t lethal, the loss of air will suffocate you.
Again Ivan ordered the MPs forward. They were now about 150m from the enemy. As Ivan pushed his legs hard he saw Sherri on his right receive a hit to her stomach. Her body crumpled backwards, then forwards. Ivan dropped as fast as he could. He turned back and crawled to her as shots rang around him. He could see the large exit hole. He knew it was hopeless. He brought his helmet closer to hers. The life was draining away fast. Her eyes were already not registering. She gave a slight convulsion and then nothing.
It all happened so quickly. ‘So quick’ he said to himself. His hand stretched out to hers. He knew she was gone but he so desperately wanted to touch her. He was crying now. His universe was now just the few feet around him and his dead consort. Nothing else existed. Nothing else mattered. He didn’t register the hailing voice of Emilio, nor that from his commander. They didn’t matter now. All that was precious to him was being taken away. He had to see her off. It was the right thing to do.
“Ivan, this is Warner. Come in” yelled Warner. Slowly the sound of his boss registered. Emilio had rushed forward through the fire. He hooked his big hand around the young officer’s webbing and dragged him back to the wall of the tunnel. It was a miracle neither were hit. Emilio, now lying down next to Ivan could see that he had lost it.
“Sir, he’s OK but out of it” advised Emilio.
‘Thank god’ thought Warner. He had come to like this young subaltern. He couldn’t bear to lose him. In fact he had had enough of the killing.
“Chuck?”
“Sir.”
“We’re spent. I’ve lost half of my force. How many enemy do you count?”
“Sir, they’ve been pouring out of section four and heading back to fight you. I count just ten here with another 15 near the door on your side. But don’t worry Sir. You hold there and we’ll finish them off. Is that alright Sir?”
“Yes Chuck that’s fine. We’ll hold here. You attack” said a grateful Warner and he added “Thanks Chuck.”
“My pleasure Sir.”
“Reina, this is Warner.”
“Sir.”
“Where are you?”
“We’ve just deposited our Alpha Team at the bottom of the facility shaft. I’ll have the whole lot down in about thirty minutes.”
“Right, commandeer some transport and get them to the main entrance. Yaeger’s going to be making an attack soon. He may appreciate the backup.”
“Roger Sir. How are you going?”
“We’ve sustained heavy losses but we’ve got the enemy trapped here. We just need to finish them off.”
“Right Sir. I’ll get cracking.”
“Sir” hailed Chuck. “I’m going to be opening the fifth set of doors and letting the loggies assault forward. Can you neutralise those enemy in your section when I give the command?”
“You got it. Just say the word.”
Chuck went about issuing orders for his 3rd Pl remnants to provide fire support and for the loggies to form extended line. When they were in position their leader, Chief Wally Blumberg, advised Chuck and he gave the command.
Wally had only once before in his long career participated in actual combat and that was 13 years ago when he was on the receiving end. His larger than regulation stomach was churning now at the prospect of leading an assault.
Tango 4 let fly with a barrage of cannon shell. It had run out of ammo for its pulse guns. The remaining marines opened up and the guard opened the doors. Warner had his marines open fire too. The enemy was getting it from both sides now. When they saw the doors open and the extended line of soldiers, they tried to pull their own soldiers back into section four to face them. But most were cut down by the fire from the Hermes’ marine detachment.
Chuck had not dared order the loggies to fire and move. He didn’t risk them stopping in case they stopped for good. As they passed him he moved ten metres behind Wally in the centre of the line. He urged them on. A soldier on the right fell but with Chuck’s coercion Wally kept moving forward. They were stepping, firing, stepping some more. There wasn’t a lot of return fire but every now and then one or two bursts of fire would be made. They lost another loggie in the centre. Some rounds buzzed past Chuck. They advanced a whole 100m and were now just 100m from the forward enemy position. 
Another group of enemy from section three made a dash through the breached doors. Two of them were cut down by blasts from Tango 4. But the other four got through and started firing back fiercely. The man next to Wally was hit and Wally started to waiver. Chuck stepped forward and grabbed his webbing and pushed him forward. “Come on Chief. We can do this” said Chuck. 
Wally regained his nerve and fired back. He took another step assisted by Chuck but then shook himself free. “I’ll be right Sir.”
Tango 4 stopped firing. “Sir, we’re out of ammo” reported their commander.
“Roger that” said Chuck “Get your personal weapons and form a second line.” 
As Chuck passed the rear 3rd Pl position he called on its occupants to stand up and join the assault. They did so. The few enemy remaining in section 4 were now trying to move back into section three but none made it.
 “Front line halt and deploy” ordered Chuck. “Second line fire and move through.” The surviving loggies in the front line were never so grateful to hit the ground. The more experienced 3rd Pl troops in the second rank began firing and moving forward to the gap in the doors. When they reached the doors, they stopped and began firing through the gap at the enemy remaining in section three. 
The enemy were now in a hopeless situation. They were surrounded and being fired at from fifty metres. They were being picked off rapidly. But they didn’t surrender. They hurled some grenades but these failed to reach. 
Finally Chuck ordered “Cease Fire”. He hoped the surviving eight enemy would respond by surrendering. But they gave no indication other than to stop firing themselves.
“Sir, how do you want to play this?” asked Chuck.
“Dammed difficult isn’t it” responded Warner. “How do we tell them to lay down their weapons?”
“I have an idea” said Chuck. He picked up a rifle from the battlefield and crawled forward. When he was near the breach he threw it out into no man’s land.
The enemy stared across at them through their helmets. They got the message. The nearest enemy to Chuck, threw his weapon out in front of him. The others then followed. Chuck stood up and raised his hands in the air. The enemy did likewise. Chuck then ordered his 3rd Pl to move forward and restrain them.
“I’m impressed Chuck” said Warner and he too stood up and ventured forward.
“Pretty simple, hey?” said Chuck with a smile. “Must be a universal form of communication!”
“Take them through to section five and pull the rest of your men back there too. We’ll seal the doors and leave this mess for someone else to clean up.”
“Sounds good to me Sir” said Chuck and he started to issue orders. He slapped Wally on the back and Wally appreciated it.
“Rihan?”
“Dave.”
“It’s over” said a weary Warner. “We have eight enemy prisoners. I’m sending them through to you with an escort. Find someone who can work out how to communicate with them and send some engineers up here to reseal these doors.”
“Sure. Are you alright?”
“I’m fine, just tired. Can you let the Admiral know?”
“Yes will do. I’ll send some transport down. What about casualties?”
“We lost a lot of good people Rihan. A lot of good people. I need to check with Emilio. I’ll get back to you…Oh how’s Art and Sue?”
“Art’s OK. He’s up in the vent near the surface relaying comms.”
“Good on him. And Sue?”
“She’s missing Dave” said Rihan and she explained what happened.
“So there’s a chance she could still be alive?” he asked.
“Maybe. Unlikely but possible.”
“We need to ask the enemy if they know where she is. Ask the Admiral if they have any language experts. Get onto that as soon as you can.”
“Sure Dave. I’ll come and see you soon.”
Warner was now looking back down towards the dock end. He could see Ivan still sitting up against the wall. “Looking forward to that, honey. I got to go.”
Warner reached Ivan. Ivan raised his helmet to look at him. His eyes were still red from crying. Warner looked across the ten metres to Sherri’s body. He turned back and held out his hand to Ivan. Ivan reluctantly accepted it. Warner pulled him up.
“Come on Ivan. Help me move her?” and the two of them carried her body to the side of the tunnel and laid her down next to the row of bodies being formed there.
Once again it struck Warner that they and the enemy already shared one common aspect of civilisation. ‘Surely there were others they could build on.’



Chapter 7. Pulton 1 1400, 26 May.
Warner was on hand with the Commodore and Rihan to welcome RAdm McDermot to what was left of Klaster. Shangri La was untouched. The Admiral, like all first time visitors just stood their gaping at the luxury on display.
“This way Admiral” said the Commodore and led him to the large conference table. Lindsay Han had to be guided down by Rihan.
“Amazing” was all Lindsay could say.
“Yes it is” confirmed Rihan. 
She like everyone there was tired but relieved. It had been a harrowing ordeal. But she was so glad to be reunited with Dave. They had met half an hour ago. It wasn’t the passionate reunion of long parted love. There was but a moment’s embrace in front of the Commodore. But his eyes had smiled at hers and she was reassured by that. 
She was concerned at how weary and almost despondent he had looked. But when he rattled off the names of the marines who had been lost from the Hermes she understood.
Now they were trying to work out what to do next.
“Well Captain you and your marines excelled today” said the Admiral. “I do appreciate the sacrifices your troops have paid. All in all, though we got off light. Don’t you agree?”
“I suppose” said Warner “though try telling that to the surviving 50% of my marine detachment.”
“The enemy’s losses were far greater. We destroyed their carrier, one of their caps and eliminated their soldiers on Klaster. That’s a drubbing if ever there was one.”
“Yes Admiral” interjected Pious “I do agree we inflicted a significant defeat. The question is what we do now.”
Lindsay Han spoke up “I think we must follow up and warp to Chelora. Chances are we will catch the rest of their fleet there and with a bit of luck wipe them out.”
“Or we may run into an even bigger enemy fleet and get ourselves wiped out” countered the Admiral.
“What do you think Commodore?” asked McDermot.
“I agree with you Admiral” said Pious. “I think it wise to stick with our original plan and send a reconnaissance in force post haste.”
“And you Captain?” asked McDermot.
“Militarily, I support the recon option” said Warner. “I think we’ve played our luck as far as we dare.” Warner paused in thought.
“Is there something you want to add?” asked McDermot.
“Yes there is Admiral. I’m wondering whether we shouldn’t be seeking a political option. The enemy have taken heavy losses. We’ve checked them here and they may be ready to negotiate a settlement.”
“What!” exclaimed Lindsay. “We have them on the ropes. Why on earth would we want to capitulate now?”
“We may or we may not. We frankly don’t know their true strength. What we do know is that they have some superior technologies and some inferior. They have been checked here but the fleet we have just defeated may be only the tip of the iceberg. They are clever and organised. They are also brave and determined and they show signs of civilisation like the way they treat their dead. They have suffered hundreds of dead. They too might be starting to ask whether the cost is worth it.”
“Have you forgot the small fact that they nuked New Hamersley and laid the blame on us?” argued Lindsay.
“Sure they’re devious and there will have to be some compensation. But how many more New Hamersleys do we want?”
“Alright you two” warned the Admiral. “Let’s keep it calm and rational. Commodore, what do you think?”
“I see merit in Captain Warner’s point. Maybe the best option is to send our frigates to Chelora to recon but also to attempt to make contact for negotiations. We can put out a feeler and see how they respond. If negative, then I agree with Lindsay here, our next step should then be a full-fledged strike against Chelora. But we should first seek advice from the joint Councils.”
“Yes, I agree we need to consult our political masters. How long do you need for this?”
“48 hours, Admiral” responded Pious.
“Then we’ll both seek guidance from our respective Councils and wait for their responses. In the meantime, we need to see to the defence of Klaster and the restoration of the base. Commander Kabel, can you provide a list of priority items you need. I know you will be providing such a list to your Fleet HQ but on behalf of the Alliance we would like to assist if we can.”
“That’s most generous, Admiral” said Rihan.” I’ll have that to your Quartermaster tomorrow.”
“I would recommend giving priority to Fleet support so we can keep the Group here while you rebuild. Do you agree?”
Rihan looked to the Commodore, who nodded. “We agree Admiral. In which case, I will have our base force warp here tonight. It’s going to take some time to rebuild the main facility.”
“Especially if it is to this standard” said the Admiral sweeping his hand around with a grin. Everyone had a chuckle.
“I’m not sure we can match the standards of the Fixar Corporation” said Rihan “but we can aim high, can’t we?” Everyone laughed.



Chapter 8. Shangri La 2200, 26 May.
Rihan had a mountain of work to do that afternoon and it had continued into the night. She had eaten with the Commodore down at the temporary command centre. Dave had been off with Art.
She had been with Dave when they met Art. Art had been in a funny state - well not that funny considering what he had just been through. Part of him had wanted to cry and part of him forbad it. Rihan had tried to connect but it was to Dave that Art had turned for solace. She had excused herself and left them alone.
It was near 2200 when she finally got back to their suite at Shangri La. The Commodore had graciously given it to them as he said it was far too big for just his old bones to rattle around in. He was now downstairs. 
The lights were all off, despite the fact that the generators were going again. She opened the door of their bedroom and could hear Dave snoring loudly. ‘Poor thing’ she thought. She went and took a shower and climbed into bed next to him. He didn’t notice. She rolled onto her back and stared out the skylight. 
‘What a day’ she thought. ‘So much drama, so much death and now so much life’ she added as she placed her hand over her belly. Despite all the angst and worry, the fatigue and toil, she felt extremely happy to be carrying their child.



Chapter 9. Shangri La 0700, 27 May.
Rihan couldn’t wait any longer. She had been cuddling into his back hoping to wake him up for a couple of minutes now. She gave Warner a nudge but he showed no signs of response let alone of waking up. She poked him. He grunted and adjusted position a little but not the response she was looking for.
‘This calls for a different tack’ she said to herself. She slid her hand down to his groin. When he began to get excited she said to herself ‘now that’s more like it.’ He looked up to her in pleasant surprise as she mounted him. She extended first her left leg forward and then her right. He took her outstretched hands and they entwined their hands around each other’s forearm.
She rocked backwards lifting his shoulders off the mattress. They rocked together bonded physically with eyes locked. They were in perfect union, physically, emotionally and spiritually. She let out a sigh and they came together. She let out a chuckle and he laughed. They both laughed together revelling in the ecstasy of the moment. 
She could see the heaving in his chest subsiding, his eye lids getting heavy. He was fading fast into his little death. She leaned forward dropping his shoulders back down and she pivoted her legs back under her sitting bones and she came forward as his head lay back on the pillow, his hands releasing hers and his eyes closing. She leaned forward on top of him.
He felt the touch of her breasts on his chest and the tenderness of her lips on his eyelids. He was in heaven. She rolled off him and cuddled into him with her hand across his chest. ‘Sheer bliss’ she said to herself. The tears flowed. ‘Perfect…perfect.’
A few minutes later she saw his eyelid open. He smiled at her and she smiled back. She rolled onto her back and he rubbed her stomach.
“Careful, you might disturb him…or her” and she smiled. 
He raised his head to look into her eyes. “Really?” 
“I think so. I’ve missed my period. It could be because of stress but I’d lay money on it being a little Warner-Kabel. Are you OK with that?”
“What do you think!” he said and kissed her cheek. Then he kissed her neck and planted kisses all the way down her body till his cheek was resting on her belly.
Ten minutes later they both sat for meditation. After five minutes Dave was deep in the void, the play of blue lights reflecting like light on water. He felt blissed out. 
Part of him reflected on how easy it was to change from one feeling to the other from despondency to ecstasy. He was the witness and he saw his physical form riding the roller coaster of emotions and dramas up and over then down and around. But as the witness he was traversing a steady, constant course – just a gentle wave rather than the torrent of the roller coaster.
He knew he had to be the witness more often. He had to even out the wave and avoid the large swings and the pull of his emotions. The witness was always serene, a picture of equipoise. It was not attached. Yes that was the key wasn’t it, he told himself, one hundred per cent commitment, zero per cent attachment.
Easier said than done he thought and in that moment he dropped out of the witness state. He was floating on a gentle wave of energy. Slowly coming out, slowly becoming aware of his physical surroundings. 
Rihan was beside him. She had come out a few moments earlier. She looked so beautiful. He cried with joy. She was looking at him so lovingly. She leaned towards him and kissed him on the forehead. His tears ran down his cheek. She wiped them away gently. They remained embraced, just the three of them.



Chapter 10. Pulton 1 1100, 27 May.
They were formed up in ranks in the main entrance dock. The engineers had patched the breech during the night. They had also prepared two mass graves, one for the enemy and one for their own. A simple service was held. There was no audible crying during the service but many a tear was still shed.
At the end the Commodore came to the small podium on the platform. He cast an eye over the three hundred or so people paraded in front. He took a deep breath and then began to speak.
“I know you have all been through a great challenge. No man or woman here remains untouched by loss for we have lost many. One hundred and twenty two of our comrades lie before us. They have paid the ultimate sacrifice.”
“I know it’s easy to feel that it was a waste of good lives. But that would not be right. Their sacrifice was not for nothing, far from it. This was no small skirmish but a decisive moment in our history. You may not appreciate that now as you focus on your loss, but later you will reflect and see the magnitude of your endeavour here.”
“We must remember what was done here and the sacrifices made. There will be a proper memorial erected here in due course, but for now we will mark this spot with a piece of the old blast doors. Let it be a reminder to all who see it that here the very best of humanity was displayed.”
“I salute you all, those that lie here and those that still stand. I am so very proud of you all.” Pious had to take a moment to hold back his own emotions. Finally he said “Parade dismissed.”
There was no applause but plenty of sombre reflection. People just hung around, mingled and talked. Some broke down now and were comforted by others. A few preferred to be on their own and walked to the edges and sat down. Ivan was one of these.
Warner found him and sat beside him. He put his arm around the young man and pulled his head into his shoulder. Ivan cried for some time. Warner said nothing but did not relax his hold on his shoulder.
“We were going to marry” Ivan finally said without turning to face Warner. His eyes were still fixed on the mass grave ahead. “I wish we had had time to marry before all this happened” he added.
Rihan could see Warner and Ivan across the dock. She didn’t want to interrupt. A hand was placed on her shoulder and she turned around to see Art. They hugged each other. She could see a measure of peace in Art’s face. Something had changed from yesterday.
“I’m sorry for saying those things to you about Sue” he said. “I know it wasn’t your fault. I was just angry and you were the closest person to blame.”
“It’s all right Art. I understand” said Rihan.
“I was out of line. I really am sorry. You’ve been such a good friend to me. I don’t want to lose your friendship.”
“Art, I’m still your friend and you mine.”
Art gave her a kiss on the cheek. He felt relieved to have got that off his chest. “Dave’s got a lot of people to console hasn’t he?” asked Art.
Rihan nodded. “He lost 16 of his marines yesterday. Poor Ivan lost Sherri… You know Art, there’s still a chance that Sue’s alive. She could have been taken prisoner. The Admiral has his linguist expert trying to communicate with the enemy prisoners. Don’t give up hope just yet.”
“I haven’t given up hope. I’m trying to adopt the middle ground, neither giving up hope nor expecting too much either. I know that sounds a bit cold, but I have lost people dear to me before.” Then he added “Don’t get me wrong: I would do anything to get her back. You might not believe this but I actually proposed to her on the morning the enemy attacked.” Art even smiled.
Rihan smiled back. “And did she accept you?”
“Yes…you sound surprised?”
“So where did you propose?”
“In a broom closet” and Art laughed and Rihan joined him.
“You old romantic you” teased Rihan.
“It was pretty hilarious really. Well one thing led to another and in the process we created a bit of a noise and we were sprung by a marine investigating.”
Rihan burst out laughing and just about everyone in the dock turned towards the source of mirth. Feeling rather self-conscious Rihan decided to make an announcement. “Listen up everyone. I think it appropriate that we uphold the Irish tradition of a wake. For those wishing to toast our comrades here the officer’s mess will provide the alcohol - Base Commander’s shout.”
“Come on Ivan” said Warner “we had better hurry before there’s none left.” He stood up and gave Ivan a hand up. They made their way to the back of the lines heading down the tunnel to the temporary mess.



Chapter 11. Shangri La 0800, 28 May.
Warner was still languishing in bed when Rihan came in fully dressed. She came over to give him a goodbye peck. “I’m off honey” she said and leant over. But it was a trap and he wrapped his long arms around her neck and tried to wrestle her onto the bed. But she resisted and having the superior position prevailed. 
Warner had to let go his grip. “Come on, you know you want it” he tried to persuade her.
“You’re just a greedy boy.”
“I just want to have you now before you get big and fat” and he gave her a cheeky grin.
“I see, already planning to put me out to pasture.”
“Just for the season…just for the season” he taunted.
She gave him a disapproving look. “I have to go. Perhaps tonight.”
“Famous last words.”
“You keep this up and it will be definitely a no!”
“I’ll take my chances” he said “besides I recognise lust when I see it.”
“Boy you are having yourself on” she responded “I know where the lust resides” and she made a grab for his groin. He intercepted her lunge and brought her hand up to his heart.
“It’s love, Rihan, pure love!”
She bent forward and gave him a warm kiss. She pulled herself away. “Got to go, lover. Make sure you’re ready for me tonight or there will be hell to pay” and she gave him a wink and left the room. Warner just lay back with a big smile of anticipation.



Chapter 12. Pulton 1 0900, 28 May.
“So what’s this all about Liz?” asked Rihan. “Your OC has put you in for a bravery award and you want to resign?”
“There are a lot of other braver people that deserve an award before me Maam” replied Liz. “I just did my job.”
“And a mighty fine job you did” interjected Chuck. “You were the standout platoon commander during this battle.”
“You mean I’m the only one that survived.”
“No that’s not what I meant” said Chuck. He was starting to get a little exasperated.
“Alright” said Rihan “Let me just say this. I agree with Lt Cdr Yaeger that you performed above and beyond out there. That’s a given. The fact that there were many others that also demonstrated great heroism doesn’t diminish your own. If anything it testifies to the great leadership qualities you displayed. I will be supporting this commendation. It will then be up to Fleet HQ to decide on the matter.”
“Alright Maam” said a resigned Liz.
“Now please explain to me why you want to resign.”
“I’ve been a senior lieutenant for five years now Maam. I’ve seen a gut full of death and destruction. I want to do something constructive for a change, something positive. I want to create something and I want to start a family before it’s too late.”
Rihan paused to think. “OK I see where you are coming from. Can you step outside for a few minutes? I need to discuss things with your boss.”
“Of course Maam” said Liz and she walked out closing the door behind her. Liz waited till Chuck opened the door and beckoned her back in.
“Liz, if I understand you correctly, you want to advance and you want to create. Is that right?”
“Well…yes Maam.”
“Then I think I might be able to help on both those counts.” Liz looked surprised but let Rihan continue. “How would you like to be my Deputy Base Commander? It’s a LCmd position and there’s a whole new facility to create from scratch, well rubble actually!” and she gave Liz a smile. 
Liz smiled back. She hadn’t expected this. She was still thinking it over when Rihan added “I’m afraid I can’t help you on your third goal. What about you, Chuck?”
A blushing Chuck taken by surprise made a fitful response “Sorry, no, I’m already spoken for, Maam.”
“Oh well, Liz, there will be a virtual parade of Fleet and Alliance officers through this base. I can’t lay claims to being a match maker but I’m sure if you apply yourself to the task in your usual diligent fashion you should meet with success. I can throw in a suite at Shangri La. That may assist. What do you say?”
 Liz was laughing now. “Yes Maam. I accept.”



Chapter 13. Wasp 1400, 28 May.
“Well it’s settled then” said RAdm McDermot. “Both Councils have opted to give peace a chance in the first instance. But they also both agree that if such feelers cannot be made or are rejected then we are to launch a full scale attack on the enemy at Chelora.”
“Excellent” said Pious. “So the next question is to see how we could communicate. Any progress with your Mr Hoyle?”
“Yes I believe Lindsay can fill us in on that.”
“Sir” said Lindsay “as you know our linguistics expert, Lt Dan Hoyle, has been trying to communicate with the enemy prisoners. He believes he has made some progress. It turns out that they speak a language that shares some common roots with the Gelk language.”
He had their attention, so Lindsay continued. “He’s going to work up a translation protocol, but reckons it will take him months. However, he has been able to communicate at a rudimentary level. He says that in a few weeks he should have enough grasp for our undertaking.”
“We should not wait that long” said Pious. “We need to undertake this overture as soon as possible or not do so at all, in my opinion of course Admiral.”
“I agree Commodore” said McDermot.
“Perhaps this Mr Hoyle” said Warner “and one or more of the prisoners should come along for the trip. It will take more than a week to get there. He can use that time profitably to develop his translation skills - concurrent activity and all that.”
“A good suggestion Captain” said McDermot. “What do you think Lindsay?”
“I agree Sir” said Lindsay. “It also has the merit that we could offer to release a prisoner, there and then, as a sign of good faith and perhaps even in exchange for Lt Chalker.”
“What?” said Warner.
“Oh I forgot” said Lindsay. “Hoyle was able to confirm that they did capture one of our soldiers. Since Chalker is the only one missing I’m presuming it to be her. I’m afraid we don’t know if she’s still alive or not. She could have perished on one of those enemy ships we destroyed. But there is a chance she’s alive.”
“Commodore” said Warner “with your permission I would like to volunteer the 17th Flotilla for this mission. I also propose that Lt Cdr Simons would be ideal to handle the political aspects.”
“I see where you’re coming from Captain” said Pious. “If the Admiral so wishes I have no objections but I think it best that in addition to Mr Simons we should have a suitable Alliance rep, such as Jade Moon. In fact I would think that negotiations should be held at a higher level again and to that end I would like to volunteer my services and recommend that Justine Packer of the Niku Council would be an appropriate Alliance representative. Both her and Ms Moon are only a day away on Beta Phi.”
The Admiral pondered these suggestions. He knew what was motivating Warner but why had Pious volunteered? The proposal made a lot of sense, however. “Alright. How long will it take you to be ready Captain?”
“I can be ready to go tomorrow morning Sir” replied Warner. “I will need to replace my Marine losses. I propose we press-gang these from the Sydney detachment if you have no objections.”
“None” said the Admiral. “We can provide ground defence here till more replacements come from Polaris.” He looked to Pious, who nodded his agreement to the arrangement. “Right then, Captain you have your new mission. Good luck. You better go now and get things underway.”
“Thank you Sir” and Warner turned.
“Just remember Captain” said McDermot, “peace if you can. War if you must.”
“Peace if we can. War if we must” repeated Warner out loud and to himself he said ‘one hundred percent commitment, zero percent attachment.’ He strode out the door on a new mission with resolve in his eyes and a smile on his face. He was a happy man.
~
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Prologue. Hermes in warp to Chelora 1430, 20 April 2512
Lieutenant Commander (LCmd) Art Simons sits at his small desk in his small cabin aboard the Federation Fleet Ship (FFS) Hermes, where he is the political officer.  The former Special Forces soldier and spy kicks off the video yet again. The head cam footage jerks about but that’s to be expected. His eyes focus on the blast doors at the end of the tunnel. Beyond the doors a shaft leads to the Klaster facilities entrance, which had just been overrun by the Sleth. 
He watches the image of First Lieutenant (1st Lt) Sue Chalker, his fiancée, running forward to the first portable shield, which was embedded into the floor of the tunnel not 30m from the entrance. Despite the fact that he has seen this before, he still jerks his head back and holds his breath as the doors are blown out and a large chunk of metal hurtles towards her.
He exhales and comes back upright as it whistles past her head. His breathing quickens in anticipation and he finds himself gripping the desk in front of him as the shock wave from the blast lifts her body and flings it like a rag doll twenty metres into the side wall of the tunnel. He feels tortured but compelled to watch as her body slumps to the ground completely motionless.
The pulse cannon fires from Tango 4, the battlewagon in support of Sue’s group. It tears across from somewhere back behind the camera and then slams into the gap in the blast doors. 
Art leans forward now paying particular attention to the hole in the doors and the stream of air and dust that is being sucked out of the tunnel by the decompression. He can feel his chest tighten. He knows this is adding to his stress but he is determined to see this through for he must confirm whether his beloved has a chance of survival.
The vision is marred by all the debris. ‘Is that dark blob her body?’ he asks himself. ‘It looks like something rolling end over end.’
“Tango 4 cease fire” hails someone.
“Oh shit”.
“Stop firing for fuck sake.”
“Christ we’ve lost Chalker.”
Art slows down the replay. He swallows hard as he watches the dark blob slam into the doors. The dust settles and Art leans closer to the display. He scrutinises the next frames watching the dust and debris settle to the floor of the tunnel. Despite the movement of the camera angle Art is for the first time in this long session confident that the position she has slammed into is in fact the great whole rendered by the blast. He leans back and nods his head emphatically. “Yes!” he says “she’s alive.”
He breaths in deeply and says to himself ‘and I will do whatever it takes to get you back my love, whatever it takes.’
 



Part 1 

Resolve
 
I have seen the past and learnt from my mistake
I know now the objective I must pursue
I have gathered together what I think it will take
I have the resolve to see this through
The enemy’s plan has been dissected
But there is still risk in what we do
A course of action has been selected 
I am resolved to see it through



Chapter 1. Hermes 0955, 21 June 2512 
Captain (Capt) Dave Warner left his cabin aboard the Hermes – a light frigate of the Federation Fleet. He was above average height, of solid build with thick dark hair that he kept short less it take over the top of his head. He had slightly ruddy complexion and was clean shaven. His fiancé Commander (Cmdr) Rihan Kabel would say he had rugged good looks but she was biased. 
His blue eyes glanced across the corridor and could see that Commodore (Cdre) Julian Pious’ cabin was empty. Pious and Justine Packer, the Head of the Niku Council had already left for the briefing. 
A wry smile formed on Dave’s face as he reflected how the Commodore had given him and Rihan Kabel such a hard time when they were trying to carry on a shipboard romance. Now he was the one shacking up and with a former enemy no less. But Dave’s attitude towards Pious had changed markedly since their initial frosty encounter. He would not give Pious a hard time over his apparent hypocrisy. 
In a way, Dave reflected, it was a symbol of the political union between the Federation and the Alliance. What was originally one empire, split into two camps, was now unified again by the need to face a common foe. And they had faced that foe and defeated them on Klaster. Much of that victory was down to Pious’ resolve to stand firm, his uncanny assessment of his subordinates and his willingness to delegate to them so that their strengths could have the maximum impact.
As he strode down the corridor to the battle lab, he refocussed his attention onto the matter at hand. In 24 hours they would come out of warp on the edge of the Chelora Belt, where they believed the foe was based. They needed to finalise their plan of action.
As he approached the battle lab door he could hear voices in muted discussion. Despite days of discussion they had not settled on the best course of action.
‘How do we make a peace overture with an alien you cannot communicate with?’ he asked himself. A lot was riding on this next encounter and not just the future of humanity. ‘How do we rescue Sue if they spurn our offer?’ 



Chapter 2. Hermes 1000, 21 June 
LCmd Ella Apell, his executive officer (XO), saw him enter first and called for silence. Ella was an Alliance officer posted to his ship as part of the rapprochement between the Federation and the Alliance. She was also a very attractive woman with ice blond Nordic looks and a fit and trim body.
Dave acknowledged his first officer and nodded towards Pious and Justine. Pious was the senior political officer in the sector having been despatched from Earth to handle the settlement with the Alliance. He was lean and always maintained an erect back and good posture. Some would say he was a martinet but Dave knew there was a lot more to him than that. 
Justine Packer was the head of the Alliance Council in Niku on Beta Phi and had been Pious’ opposing number during the settlement negotiations. Known as the ‘ice-maiden’ she could be tough as nails but since her encounters with Pious she had shown a different, softer side.
Dave addressed the planning team. “Alright everyone. Thank you for attending.” Turning to his Ops Officer, Second Lieutenant (2nd Lt) Chase Hanlon, he said “Chase can you please sum up where we are at?”
Chase was a young gun, a high achiever who had disappointed his father by seeking a position on a lowly frigate. He still had his boyish looks. A wide grin and a ready smile made it easy for him to form friends. And yet he had already been blooded in combat leading the initial assault on Alpha Phi. Every now and then he would massage the wound under his right shoulder.
“Our mission is to make contact with the enemy with a view to reaching a peace settlement. If this is not forthcoming, then we are to report back, recon and harass the enemy and wait for the main fleet.” Chase looked across to his boss, noted the nod of his head and continued. “We have an agreed course of action should the peace overtures be rejected. What we need to finalise is the course of action for making contact with the enemy.”
“There are basically two options. The first is an overt broadcast on all comms channels using Lt Hoyle, our linguistic expert who has been learning their language from the prisoners on board.” Chase looked over at a very nervous subaltern.
“The second option” continued Chase “is to covertly reconnoitre the system using our probes, identify the location where Lt Chalker is being held, attempt a rescue mission and then make contact and bargain from a position of strength.”
“Thanks Chase. I will take it from here” said Warner. “As I see it, the second option is predicated on us arriving undetected. I have serious doubts as to whether this is possible. The enemy are no fools and they will most likely have sensors deployed in all the obvious locations.”
“Yes Sir that’s correct” spoke Ella “but we could simply launch our probes and warp out to Dobane. Once we have the intel we need, we warp back in and rescue Chalker.”
“But Doban is three days away” interjected LCmd Art Simons, Lt Sue Chalker’s fiancé and Dave Warner’s best friend. “It will mean another week in their custody for Sue. Not to mention that there is real risks to her safety and everyone else on this mission with a hostile rescue.”
“I’m not in favour of just announcing to the enemy that we are here waiting for them to attack us” said 2nd Lt Aubrey Bellard, the Hermes Battle Systems officer. “We won’t last long up against their capital ships.”
Aubrey tilted her head to the right and her dark blond ponytail swished at the back of her head. She was an English rose possessed of a quick mind and was always prepared to argue her case.
“Sir I’m with Aubrey on this” chimed in 2nd Lt Ivan Kiralenko, the Hermes Communications and Intel officer. Ivan was very tall, strong and fit. Some would say he was a gentle giant but that wasn’t really true. He did have a soft manner but he was a real warrior. Alas his heart was wounded. His beloved Sherri had died right beside him in the tunnels on Klaster only weeks earlier.
“What’s more” continued Ivan “I have doubts about our ability to communicate effectively with the enemy. Dan’s only had a few weeks trying to learn their language and we can’t trust one of their prisoners to parley for us.”
“Alright everyone” said Warner raising his voice. Turning to Pious he asked “What’s your view on this Sir?”
Pious glanced across to Packer. She nodded back to him. They had obviously discussed a common approach. “Counsellor Packer and I acknowledge that while there are military risks and technical difficulties with the open declaration option it is on balance the most likely to succeed in the long run.”
He paused to look around at the faces and then continued “We will be seen to be open and up front. It will add weight to the credibility of our offer for peace. We think it the right thing to do. Besides it doesn’t preclude us mounting a rescue bid if they do reject our overture.”
For Dave that settled it. He looked around the room. Art was pleased. Ella shrugged her shoulders slightly as if to say ‘Oh well’. Ivan was still shaking his head. Aubrey wasn’t happy. Chase wasn’t indicating one way or the other. He would follow Warner’s lead.
“Right” said Warner “that settles it. Option one it will be.” Turning to Pious, he said “Sir, with your permission, I think we can bring this conference to a close.” Pious nodded and Warner continued “Ella, Ivan and Dan can you please remain. Thanks everyone.”
Dan Hoyle still looked anxious. He was an Alliance officer, placed under command from the Wasp group to provide linguistic expertise. He was not a strong physical specimen but he was a deep thinker. The question that bothered him the most though was whether he was up to the task. 
Once the others had departed, Warner turned to Dan. “By the look on your face I’d say you have some reservations about making contact.”
“Not so much the making contact, Sir” responded Dan. “But I have real doubts about how we can conduct negotiations. I have only scratched the surface so far with their language. I really need more time.”
“Time is one thing in short supply. We don’t know what shape Lt Chalker is in. She could need medical help right now” said Warner. “We’ll just have to put our best effort forward and leave the rest to grace.”
“Sir?” queried Dan.
“Lady luck” came back Warner with a smile.
“Oh right” said Dan, not terribly reassured by that. Ivan, who knew Warner better, just smiled.
“If push comes to shove we’ll have to rely on one of the prisoners communicating for us” said Warner. “Choose the one you think will be best able to understand you and have him available in the command centre when we come out of warp.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea Sir” said Ella “at least not while we go through our initial procedures. It will give too much away.”
“OK good point” responded Warner. “Ella, have the prisoner secured nearby with a guard and bring them forward on my command.”
“Will do Sir.” 
“Ivan, I want you to be ready to broadcast on all channels as soon as we come out of warp. Use the standard No Threat signal. They probably won’t recognise it but it’s as good as any to start with. If we get a response, Dan you will attempt to convey that we come in peace and want to talk terms. Use the dot points we worked out with Pious and Packer - ie cease fire, prisoner exchange, talks. Keep it simple and short.”
“Believe me Sir” said Dan “it will be simple because that’s all I can do with their language for now.”
“Good. Do you have any questions?” asked Warner.
“What if their response is negative” asked Dan.
“Just indicate that and we will launch probes and warp out. Ella, make sure you brief the pilot to that effect” directed Warner.
“Got it Sir” said Ella.
“One other thing Ivan” said Warner “make sure you double check our cyber defences before we warp in.”
“For sure Sir” replied Ivan. “It will be as tight as a drum.”
“Any more questions?” asked Warner. The shaking heads and silence said there were none. So Warner dismissed them.



Chapter 3. Hermes 0700, 22 June
Warner sat down for his morning meditation. He adopted his usual cross legged sitting posture, ensuring his back was upright. He draped across his meditation shawl, took a deep breath in and exhaled long, shaking his head from side to side, rolling his shoulders and then let his body settle. He closed his eyes and offered up his time in meditation to his Guru. With the words of his Guru’s mantra repeated silently in time with his breath he soon found his mind clearing of thoughts.
Warner found that it was always easier to meditate first thing in the morning when the mind is transitioning from the dream state and is yet to get established in the fully awake state. In fact he was recalling the dream he woke up from. It had been a powerful fear dream where he was defenceless and could see the enemy charging at him with a blade. He had had this one before and he always woke up just before the blade was about to impact.
He saw it replayed but this time in meditation it was not from the first person perspective but from the witness perspective. He saw the enemy’s face resolved and determined to perform its duty. He also saw his own face but this time it was not contorted in fear but serene, accepting the fate that was about to befall. 
But then at that moment a thought arose ‘Would I face my death in such a manner? Could I be that detached?’ And with that doubt came anxiety. He could feel it rising within and realised that the thought had recaptured his mind’s focus. So he took another deep breath in, repeating the mantra and exhaling long. He visualised the doubting thought and the consequent fear as a cloud and he blew it across the sky in his mind’s eye.
‘Ah, that’s better’ thought Warner and he let the mantra ride the breath’s energy like a wave. With the wave came the inner dark void and then the hint of a twinkling blue light. ‘Yes that is what I am after’ thought Warner and in that instance he was lost to the void. It was as though his entire world had first collapsed to an infinitely small dark space and then exploded into an infinitely large space full of sparkling blue light. He felt completely at peace.
The blue light kept morphing into different shapes. He smiled as he made out the shape of his beloved Rihan. How he loved that woman. She was now getting fatter by the day with their baby growing inside her. He was overcome with a feeling of love and benevolence. It was wonderful.
After a while he brought himself out of meditation refreshed and fortified. To his Guru he offered up all that he would think, do and say this day. It was in her service and for the fulfilment of her mission and that mission was to see this universe filled with beings that realised everything and every being within the universe was divine, including the enemy in his dreams and the enemy he was about to encounter when they came out of warp in a few hours’ time. 



Chapter 4. Hermes 0800, 22 June
“Good morning Sir!” called out Ivan as Warner entered the officers mess. The last word was muffled as Ivan tried to swallow what was in his mouth. 
Dave smiled. “You’d better take care Ivan. I don’t want to lose my comms officer to a piece of toast.” By the time Ivan finished swallowing Dave was filling his plate from the buffet. He sat down next to Ivan and opposite Ella and Aubrey. Turning to Ella he asked “Are we good to go?”
“Yes but we’ll be doing our pre warp out check in half an hour just to make sure” replied Ella. “Aubrey and I went through the automated battle systems last night. We’ve plotted the deployment of the drones and the jump to Doban. If things go pear shape all you need do is give us the word and Aubrey will activate the automated systems.”
“Sounds good but let’s hope we don’t need to” responded Warner. “Anyone seen Dan?”
Ivan chimed in “I saw him heading to the brig as I came in. He’s a worried soul.”
Warner nodded and after a moment’s pause of reflection he said “A lot is riding on his abilities. If the truth be known this is a bit of a long shot. Given the stakes, it’s worth taking. But I won’t be surprised if we fail to communicate effectively. If that’s how it pans out I won’t be giving him a hard time about it and neither should any of you.”
“I didn’t mean anything…” started Ivan.
“Of course not Sir” cut in Ella before Ivan could finish his sentence. “You can count on us.”
Dave nodded and catching sight of the lean Cranky Jack, the officers mess steward, he called out “Cranky has LCmd Simon’s been in yet?”
Cranky turned with his trademark tea towel over his arm and a handful of plates held fast. “Earlier Sir, but he weren’t hungry…just pecked at my savoury pancakes…must be worried sick about Lt Chalker Sir.”
“Yes I reckon you’re right. Thanks Cranky.” Warner slurped down his coffee, grabbed the last bit of toast on his plate, stood up and said “I’ll see you all in half an hour”. As he exited he munched on the toast but his thoughts were on Art. He knew Art was hoping for peace and the quick return of Sue Chalker. 
Warner found Art in his cabin. He was sitting on his bed with his feet on the floor and the fingers of his big hands digging deep into his scalp.
Art looked up as Dave entered. “This is the pre op chat isn’t it?” queried Art.
“Yeh I guess” replied Dave. 
“I suppose you are going to lecture me about remaining detached. Well don’t. I don’t need your sermonising, not now” said Art with a look that said ‘don’t mess with me’.
Warner raised both hands with his opened palms towards Art. “OK, OK there will be no preaching from me” said Dave. “But I just want to make one thing crystal clear. Establishing comms with them is going to be a long shot. It’s worth trying but if it fails I will launch probes and warp to Doban before trying any rescue. I don’t want any antics from you at that stage. Is that understood?”
“Yep I understand” said a resigned Art.  “Thanks Dave. I do appreciate what you and everyone here are risking. I’m not ungrateful. I’m just scared shitless for Sue.” 
As he looked up at Dave his eyes began watering. ‘Where was the Mr Cool sleuth now’ though Dave. He had never seen Art like this before. Words were no good now. He sat down beside Art and put his arm around his shoulder. 
Art was taking in a few deep breaths. He regained his composure. Then he patted Dave’s thigh and started to stand saying “Come on Captain we have an enemy to encounter.”
Dave stood up and looked again at Art. He had that steely resolve in his eye. It was his battle face. Dave had seen that look before and knew that Art would hold it together. “Yes we have.”



Chapter 5. Hermes 0920, 22 June
“Stations everyone” commanded Ella. “We’re coming out of warp in five minutes.”
Of course everyone was already at their stations, certainly in the command centre. Warner scanned the faces. Some were busy but all were concentrated if not tense. They were about to come out of warp into what they believed would be enemy territory. 
What forces the enemy had, they did not know. Where they would be located, they did not know. Their attitude would most likely be hostile and belligerent. But there was a slim chance they may be prepared to talk peace after their rebuff on Klaster. 
For Sue’s sake Warner prayed they would be open to peace. Since being taken prisoner on Klaster she could have died of her wounds, she could have been killed on one of the enemy capital ships they destroyed over Klaster. Who knows what could have happened to her. But Warner felt certain that she was alive.
He mentally reminded himself that her rescue must remain a secondary task. The prime task was to secure a peace settlement or if that was not possible to recon and harass the enemy in the Chelora belt. ‘Why is it that personnel matters are always secondary tasks and never primary ones’ he caught himself pondering.
“Coming out of warp in one minute” announced Ella.
This brought Dave’s focus back to the tasks at hand. He glanced over at Ivan. Ivan gave him the thumbs up just to reassure his boss. Dave nodded acknowledgement and then turned to Aubrey. She was totally focussed on the battle systems console in front of her. Dan Hoyle was looking directly at Dave. He was obviously nervous, but he too gave the thumbs up.
“Coming out in three, two, one” said Ella. Her eyes were straining to see the big display screen. As the watch officer she was in command of the ship and this was the time at which the Hermes would be most vulnerable. The first priority was situational awareness. 
The ship’s vast array of sensors automatically activate on coming out of warp. The full electromagnetic spectrum is searched and analysed. Detections are identified and filtered. The ships Artificial intelligence (AI) automatically records every detection. Then it fuses detections to identify entities. These are filtered according to priority. Space ships are always the highest priority but ground based sensor and missile systems come a close second. These are then displayed on the battle systems throughout the ship. Depending on the operators role certain data is filtered out and thus configured to suit. 
The main display in the command centre came to life, first with an update of the physical space. Ella was rapidly digesting the display. She took in the display of the outer asteroid belt. Yes it looked just like the charts predicted. The largest asteroid in the belt was Chelora. It lay some distance from the outer belt. It was highlighted on the display as per Ella’s display configurations.
She glanced at the icon lighting up on their left. “The Washington has just arrived.” It was good to know that their sister ship was on their flank.
But this was not what she was craning to see. It would take several seconds for sensors to detect and more time for the AI to filter, fuse and synthesise the intel data into the common operating picture (COP). There it was…the first artificial detection. The icon on the screen indicated a broad spectrum sensor had just picked them up. It must be close thought Ella.
“They know we’re here” cried out Aubrey. “No ships so far” she added. “Wait…cap bearing 10 degrees right…range 15,000kms…orbiting Chelora. Make that two, three, four caps and 9 lights, all orbiting Chelora. I have another light on the far side over 40,000kms away.”
“Activity?” demanded Ella.
“The light on the far side is cruising. All ships around Chelora are maintaining position” responded Aubrey. “Sensors also detect a good deal of space junk, possible destroyed space ships on the far side of Chelora.”
Ella turned towards Warner. He nodded and she turned to Ivan who was waiting for the signal. He called out “Opening comms channels. Broadcasting message.”
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