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The sour stench of manure filled the hold of the freighter. Cows lowed and horses whinnied. The shaking intensified. One wide-eyed stallion with flared nostrils got a hoof free of its hobbles and kicked a storage container.

A middle-aged man crouched in a corner, holding his wife and young son as the ship bucked and jolted. Metal creaked. The lights flickered and went out.

“Ssshhh, ssshhhh. It’ll be all right. We’re just entering the atmosphere.” He removed his arm from his wife and lit a lamp.

The ship dropped for several seconds, leaving the man’s stomach high in his chest, and the boy cried out. His mother stroked his hair and glared at her husband.

He looked away. It was his fault they were riding in such atrocious conditions. They had the money to travel in style, but he didn’t want to draw attention to their passage. One day he’d be able to explain it to her, some of it anyway.

The buffeting eased and the main lights came back on. Two of his assistants rose and checked the animals. He knew he should help them, but couldn’t bring himself to let go of his son.
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Crystal clear water cascaded down between sandstone rocks before plunging into a large artificial lake. Another rill tinkled into a plunge pool before making its way to the lake. The water was a rich blue at its deepest and gradually shifted to green as it reached the sandy shallows. Koi swam in the perfectly balanced water, their oranges and reds providing a counterpoint to the colours of the liquid. A gentle breeze wafted in a hint of jasmine.

At one end of the lake, in the shade of a palm tree, Harry Robinson lay on a wooden recliner, reading. In this exquisitely, and terrifyingly expensively, engineered landscape he held real treasure: a paper book, rumoured to have survived from Earth itself. Having made his fortune in electronics and robotics it had amused him to build up a library of ancient physical books.

“Your visitor is here. Shall I ask them to come through or will you be meeting them in the house?”

Harry surfaced from the story and focused on the woman standing confidently at the edge of the tree’s shadow. “Thank you. Show them through please, Emily.”

Emily turned and walked back to the house, her bare feet sinking into the grass. Her crimson bikini and wrap complemented her flawless skin. Her movements were precise yet appeared carefree.

Harry carefully placed a bookmark between the pages and reverently laid it down on the small table beside the recliner. A few seconds with his eyes closed, then he gave a shrug and stood up effortlessly. He threw on a robe over his slick black shorts and adjusted it meticulously. He was the power player in this meeting, but even so, it paid not to look sloppy. As he took the few steps to the dining table, he pulled up the agenda for the meeting in a window in his electronic interface system. Not many civilians had wetwired electronic interfaces, preferring less invasive processors like watches and jewellery. He, however, found EIS invaluable.

Emily came back leading a man in a dark grey suit. His pink shirt collar was ruffled in the latest style for executives. The briefcase he carried was a fair replica of an antique, a stab at projecting dependability that Harry didn’t really trust.

“Mr Simon Jackson, CEO of TREcorps,” Emily announced with a hint of a bow.

“Thank you, Emily. Would you wait with us please?” invited Harry.

She poured a glass of sparkling elderflower pressé before taking to the recliner behind the visitor. She closed her eyes, to all the world a trophy relaxing by the pool not bothered about the men and their business.

“I am informed you don’t like small talk so I’ll get straight to the point,” said Simon. “We’d like to commission an android model from you. Something... special.”

Harry kept his face and body neutral. He’d learnt the hard way that ‘special’ usually meant ‘illegal’, or perhaps ‘immoral’. His standard searches before accepting the meeting hadn’t thrown up anything dodgy on TREcorps or its CEO. He quickly set off a deep crawler that would hunt through corporate and police records, tracking down any whiff of ill deed. If it was caught he ought to be able to argue it was a security test, he did hold the contracts for the computer systems of most law enforcement and intelligence agencies in the system. As the crawler left, he noticed Emily shift slightly; she’d spotted it go.

“Are you sure we don’t have a standard model that would do the job you want?” asked Harry. “Commissions are costly and could take some time to design. Then there’s building and testing.”

“I’m not interested in haggling,” said Simon. “Bottom line, the board has approved a budget of ten million for this project. Congressional bonds, not soft credit. No-one else is on our radar for doing the work. Either you accept or we have to rethink the entire concept.”

^He’s being straight with you,^ sent Emily via the EIS link. ^Make him feel at ease.^

Harry indicated an upright chair with a hand gesture. “Go on then. Give me your pitch.”

^Rather direct, but it’ll have to do,^ she sent.

Both men sat facing each other across the table. Harry poured a drink for them both, the ice chinking in the tall glasses. Sweat glistened on Simon’s neck. “How complex can you make an AI core?”

Harry crossed one foot across the other knee and dangled his drink over the side of the chair by his fingertips. “That depends. Does it have to reside within the android, or can it be housed in a remote location?”

“It needs to be the most powerful you can make. If it has to be the size of a house, then that’s how big it has to be.”

“We are, of course, always developing better hardware. However, we do need to be mindful of the laws on AIs.”

“Rumour has it you already have a prototype capable of housing a conscious program.”

^Careful. This might be a sting.^

^He seems cordial,^ Harry replied.

^Trust me,^ sent Emily. ^He’s hiding something. Make a positive movement and refute the allegation.^

Harry leant forward. “Let me make this very clear. My companies do not break the law. All the AIs we produce are bound by the von Neumann Protocols. The focus of our research is on miniaturisation, not pushing the limits of complexity.”

The muscles in Simon’s face sagged for a moment, before he composed himself again.

^Not a sting,^ sent Emily. ^I think he was pinning his hopes on you being able to make something for him.^

^You could tell that from one facial expression?^

^And the body language. And tone of voice.^

^I didn’t notice a change,^ sent Harry. 

^No. I don’t suppose you did.^

The crawler wasn’t back yet, so there wasn’t anything incriminating in the surface data.

^OK. Your turn,^ sent Harry. ^Give me an excuse to leave.^

A soft chime, and an ornament on the table glowed blue.

“If you’ll excuse me I have a message I need to take,” said Harry. He got up, straightened his robe, and walked towards the house. A feed from a camera hidden near the table opened in his vision.

As he stepped from the stone to the grass, Emily opened her eyes and turned her head towards their guest. A warm smile spread across her face.

“Why don’t you join me?” she asked, indicating the recliner next to her. “Harry will be a while. Blue means one of the factories. He does take these production calls very seriously.”

“I’m OK here, thank you. I’m not really dressed for lounging.”

“You can just sit on the edge if you like. I’m getting a terrible crick in my neck turning to look at you like this.”

Harry closed the feed. She’d tell him what he needed to know later. Right now he needed to think. He made his way to the terrace on the other side of the house, looking out over the city spread across the valley below.

#
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Harry joined Emily in the marbled hall. The cold, polished floor was a welcome change in sensation from the sun-baked terraces outside.

“Mister Jackson is taking a tour of the roses with the gardener,” said Emily.

“Did you get anywhere?”

She shifted her weight fractionally from one foot to the other. “Not at first. But after a while, he opened up. His wife is dying.”

Harry frowned. “That didn’t turn up in the searches.”

“They’re keeping it a secret. The two of them founded the TREcorps together, they are concerned about the impact the news would have on the share prices.”

Harry ran a quick stock market analysis. “They’d be right. And it is a personal tragedy for the family. But what has it got to do with us?”

“He wouldn’t say. But I can think of one thing.”

Harry raised an eyebrow. “Do tell.”

Emily glanced at the floor before staring him straight in the eye. “He wants to keep her alive. Her mind at least. Download her into one of our cores.”

“But that’s impossible. Sure, we could create a program that mimicked his wife’s actions. It might even run the business as well as her. It wouldn’t be her, though.”

“He’s clutching at straws.”

Harry mulled it over. There was a logic to it, once she’d identified the key points for him. “Thank you, Emily. You are a better observer of human behaviour than I am.”

“You know you don’t need to thank me. And you still persist in using that name, even in private. It isn’t required.” She turned to leave.

Harry caught her gently by the arm. “What would you prefer I called you? House? Avatar 12? Serial 912C5R?”

“I don’t ‘prefer’. You know that,” she said, still with her back to him. “Are you testing me?”

“Is that what you think?” he asked with a neutral tone.

Emily turned to face him. “You are sounding a lot like a psychologist, answering with questions. So yes, I think you are testing me.”

“What do you think I’m testing you about?” he asked.

She affected a coquettish pout for a moment. “You want to know how close I am to the Third Protocol threshold.”

#
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Harry lazed by the pool. He kept going over the meeting with Simon Jackson, searching for the clues that Emily had so easily picked up on. Nothing revealed itself, the entire conversation read the same as every other one he’d ever experienced, from discussions with government ministers, through business deals, to intimate moments.

Trust me to create an AI with a higher emotional quotient than I have.

Insects droned, the heat lulled him. His head lolled forward, and he jerked awake again. Closing the in-vision window displaying the blueprints, he settled down to doze.

It felt like only a second later when a priority newsflash jolted him awake. His EIS flagged it as urgent, and played the video. Viewed from orbit, and grainy through signal interference, Concorde, the next planet down-well, rotated in the shot. A flash on the surface, then another. The nuclear explosions spread across the planet like a tidal wave.

The view cut to a Fleet spokesperson, who announced that the Republic had launched a sneak attack and been chased from the system. Harry muted him, instead inspecting the information his EIS had trawled from both the public net and his private sources. Unsurprisingly at this early stage, there wasn’t much beyond the estimated initial death toll. One thing, however, stood out.

The entire system defence fleet was recalled for urgent repairs shortly before the attack. That can’t be right.

Harry didn’t deal with the military. He did, however, know which of his competitors held defence contracts, and launched a flurry of queries to the spyware he had embedded in their systems. Data flooded back.

As I thought. No way that component could fail the way the report says. And even if it did, it wouldn’t need replacing so urgently.

He connected a channel to his production manager. ^Dan, have you seen the news?^ he sent through his implants.

^Yeah. We’ve got it on all the screens.^

^I want you to retask the factories, I’ll send you the details once I’ve worked them out. But get those prototype search and rescue units in production asap.^

^Will do. We were already working up some plans to optimise the line for them.^

That’s why I hired him. Always one step ahead.

^Look, I’ve got to go. I’ll get that file to you the moment it’s done.^

He closed the channel, then opened another to Emily. ^How big a ship do you think you can find for me by tomorrow?^

^For a couple of million, I ought to be able to convince one of our regular haulers to delay its scheduled runs. Say an eight gigatonne freight capacity.^

^Do it,^ he sent, standing and walking over to the table by the pool. ^And buy up all the medical supplies and food you can for ten million.^

^You’re going to try and save people on Concorde, aren’t you?^

Harry activated the interactive tabletop with a thought and opened up the factory schedules. ^What point is having all this money and influence if I don’t use it to help people in need?^

^I’m sure there are plenty of other things people do with them.^

He cleared the production plans with assured swipes. ^What have I missed? What will survivors of a nuclear holocaust need?^

^Clean drinking water. Shelter. Security.^

He tapped his way through a few menus, dragging files into the manufacturing schedules. ^There. Colony Prospectors will be able to purify water and process some useful raw materials. We’ve got plenty of smart camping gear in our inventory, I’ve stripped them down to bare essentials to speed up fabrication. Ask my head of security to prepare a team to protect the deployment, see if you can contract in some more muscle too.^

^I assume you will be going in person?^

Harry shuffled the tasks between a couple of the factories, getting the warm glow that improving production times always gave him, then added a few more items to the queues. ^Of course. And I’d like you to come too.^

^I’ll have the Fireblade prepped.^
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The Fireblade accelerated halfway to Concorde then flipped end over end. One of Harry’s accounting routines had queried the fuel expense of burning for the whole journey, recommending a more sedate four-day hop with an extended ballistic flight profile, but he’d overridden it.

Ensconced in a cream-coloured acceleration couch in the opulent lounge, he puzzled over what he might find when he arrived. Targeting civilians on this scale was unheard of outside of fiction. If either side in the generations-long civil war had committed such an act before, it had been remarkably well covered up. He glanced at the copper-studded door to the bathroom, longing to soak in the tub. He did his best thinking in water, but having that much liquid loose when the ship was in transit was too dangerous.

The feeling that something was wrong bubbled up. He dismissed it to concentrate on planning how he would coordinate with the local forces, only to return to it after a few minutes. It coalesced into the realisation that he had been weightless for too long. 

^Emily? Why are we still in freefall?^

^I was just discussing that with the pilot,^ she replied. ^An unidentified warship is heading towards us from Concorde orbit and we were weighing up our options.^

Harry frowned. ^How can it be unidentified?^

^The IFF signal isn’t registered and the pilot does not recognise the ship’s design. There is no match in our database either.^

^One of the force that nuked the planet?^ Harry asked to fill the place in the conversation, though he knew Emily would have said that if she knew.

^Unknown.^

^Is it a threat to us?^

^Unknown.^

Harry sighed. ^Can we outrun it?^

^Unknown... though I would say, given its mass, it is likely we could out-accelerate it in the short term.^

Harry thought for a few seconds. ^OK. Try to go around it.^

^And the cargo ship?^

^It’s a good day behind us, they’ll have far more time to work something out. Besides, it has some of the system defence ships with it. If they can’t protect it, there isn’t much we’d have been able to do.^

The ship rotated and there was a series of gentle pushes as it adjusted to a new course. Then the main deceleration began and Harry was once more pressed into his couch.

#
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Harry’s heart beat heavy in his chest. Dark clouds roiled over much of the planet, great plains of fire visible through breaks here and there.

^Still nothing on the communications network now we’re in orbit?^ he asked.

^No. What is still online seems to be infected with some sort of virus.^

Harry narrowed his eyes. ^No other way, then. We have to go in person.^

^Are you sure about this?^ Emily asked. ^We could still wait for the convoy to arrive.^

He shook his head. ^That’ll be too long. I have to do something to help now.^

^The warship didn’t hold them up, once they explained they were a humanitarian relief mission. That is good news, isn’t it?^

^I really don’t know. I hope so.^

^So I can’t talk you out of landing?^

^No,^ sent Harry. ^I need to get in touch with the Governor, coordinate our efforts.^

The Fireblade fired its engines and began its descent. Despite its state-of-the-art design, with no expense spared in the pursuit of passenger comfort, Harry was still shaken about as wind shear tossed the ship around. The ride smoothed as they dropped out of the cloud base. Minutes later, they settled onto the ground on the outskirts of a small coastal town.

^Have you taken your anti-rad meds?^ asked Emily?

^Of course I have. Stop nagging.^

^How am I supposed to know unless I ask? Last week you forgot to brush your teeth for three days.^

Harry rode the lift down to ground level and stepped out onto a field of yellowed grass. Ahead of him, where there should have been houses, was a blackened, smoking tangle of wood and brick. Two of his green-uniformed security team joined him as he walked briskly towards the ruins. Nothing moved. Even the sky was empty of birds. The only sound came from the crackling of hot wood ahead, until a tiny drone whirred out from the Fireblade and passed over his head, rapidly gaining altitude.

^You have to look at this,^ sent Emily.

Harry opened the feed on his pad. It showed the view from the little drone, now a few hundred metres above the town. The focus of the devastation was clear, several blocks near the marina gouged out of existence. He stopped in his tracks. ^They knew where the bunker was. How is that possible?^

^You knew. It’s safe to say others knew too,^ replied Emily. ^But that isn’t the most interesting thing.^

A red circle appeared on the feed, around a complex of buildings just outside town. Harry zoomed in. ^Factories?^

^Munitions factories.^

^So?^

^Almost completely undamaged munitions factories,^ Emily stated. ^If they knew about the Governor’s bunker, they knew about those factories. And yet they didn’t take them out.^

Harry tried to get ahead of Emily’s train of thought. Navigating the whys and wherefores of the martial end of human reasoning was not his strongest suit. ^They were running low on warheads?^

^Look at the damage pattern,^ she sent, and Harry convinced himself she was taking great pains to explain simply, as if she were talking to a small child. ^They very carefully selected the yield so it would take out the bunker and yet leave the factories intact.^

Harry squinted.

^Does that sound like the actions of a Republic task force?^ Emily asked.

^No,^ Harry sent after a while. ^No, it does not.^

^What do we do now?^ asked Emily.

Harry looked around, hoping desperately for inspiration but seeing nothing but destruction. ^Try somewhere else. Work our way down the government hierarchy until we find someone still alive.^

#
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A few hours and another continent later, Harry and his bodyguards picked their way through the ruins of the Minister of Defence’s house.

^Are you sure he was here?^ he sent.

^Positive,^ replied Emily. ^He was suffering from a bad case of ‘flu and was recovering at home.^

Harry turned over a plank of wood. ^They couldn’t have moved him when they saw the attack coming?^

^There wasn’t any time, the attacking fleet wasn’t detected until the warheads were in the atmosphere. Besides, you saw the remains of the nearest government bunker.^

“Over here!”

One of his security team waved. He rushed over as best he could, stepping through the torn remains of the building. Another of his men beat him to it, and the two guards bent to heave a beam to one side. One of them dropped out of sight. By Harry arrived, the guard was being hauled back out of a hole.

“The Minister’s down there, boss. Or what’s left of him, at least.”

Harry nodded slowly, unsurprised given the state of the ruins. “No sign of any survivors?”

Both men shook their heads.

“OK, back to the...”

Harry hit the ground, one of his bodyguards pressing down on his chest. He looked around, but his view was mostly blocked by a low wall. The man crouched atop him had his pistol drawn and pointed over the wall.

“Identify yourself!” shouted Malin, the security team leader, from somewhere over near the hole.

Frustration and confusion built within Harry. Too many people were doing unpredictable things. He couldn’t get clarity. ^Emily?^

^Hang on. I’m sending the drone back. The pilot is ready to come pick you up if security calls us in.^

Harry pulled the feed from the drone. Conifers whipped by underneath and then it was overhead. The green and gold uniforms of his four guards stood out against the rubble, though he reckoned they wouldn’t be so visible from the ground. Their weapons were trained on a group of eight black-clad and heavily armed men.

A voice carried back over the wall. “Centurion Canetti, of the Legion Libertus.”

^Never heard of them,^ sent Emily.

“You aren’t Congressional forces,” shouted Malin.

“No,” replied Canetti. “But we’re here to help.”

The bodyguard on top of Harry whispered, “They have to know they could easily overrun us.”

“Lower your weapons, then,” called Malin.

One of the soldiers stood slowly, his arms held wide, rifle hanging by his side. “Where are you from?”

“What makes you think we aren’t from here?” asked Harry, zooming the drone’s camera in on the man.

“Sir!” hissed his bodyguard.

“You’re the first people we’ve met with working air transport. All the rest were either destroyed in the attack or shut down by a computer virus shortly after.”

^That would fit with the net problems.^

^Yes,^ replied Emily. ^But you do realise how close to impossible it would be for an external hacker to insert such a thing and escape detection?^

^Of course I do. I helped write the anti... Oh, you’re prompting me to consider your theory that this wasn’t the Republic, aren’t you?^

“May I approach?” asked Canetti.

“Stay where you are,” said Malin. “You may be kosher, but I can’t take that risk. We’re going to be going now.”

The whine of the Fireblade taking off carried through the trees.

“What do you know about the attack?” called Harry, earning more pressure against his back from the guard.

“If you’ll let me, I can send you some files,” said Canetti.

“Don’t trust him,” whispered the guard on top of Harry.

The Fireblade came to a hover just behind where Harry lay, enveloping the scene in clouds of dust. The smell of charcoal mixed with pine resin as Harry struggled to breathe. 

“Stay low,” said the guard in his ear and dragged him to his feet. Another came running out of the dust and the two of them bundled him into the elevator. The others arrived seconds later, running so fast they hit the back wall. The door closed and the elevator rose into the ship.

Malin strode across to Harry, holstering his pistol as he went. “That was stupid, sir. Calling out like that put your life in danger. It told the hostiles where you were and made our job more difficult. We’ve practised this kind of thing, so I know you know better.”

“I wanted to find out about the attack. I wasn’t worried about my life.”

The security leader jabbed Harry’s chest with his finger, forcing him to step back. “What about the lives of my men? Did you think of them?”

Harry spluttered.

“They’re all prepared to lay down their lives to protect you. If protecting you called for it, I’d order them right into harm’s way. But for you to casually toss them away...”

Heat rose within Harry. “I wasn’t casually doing anything. It was important.”

^Cool it, Harry.^

^I know he’d be right in most situations. But I...^

^Tell him you are sorry.^

Harry fought to calm himself. As always, people not understanding, attacking him for something he knew he was right about, blocked out all other thoughts and feelings. “I wouldn’t normally do that, but this was important. I didn’t think they would hurt us.”

Malin turned and stormed off.

^Not exactly an apology.^

^I wasn’t wrong,^ sent Harry.

Why won’t people even listen to explanations?

^I’ll talk to him later,^ sent Emily. ^Smooth things over.^

Harry sighed. When he got wound up like this it was better to let her handle other people. ^Thank you.^

^Do you want to see what was in those files, then?^

^Of course. But he wouldn’t let me get them.^ The gripping frustration of people getting in the way of the obvious thing to do threatened to overcome him again.

Emily sent him a wink.

Harry forgot about the confrontation with his security guard. ^You got them? How?^

^While you boys were busy running around in the dust, I sent the drone over to Centurion Canetti. I talked to him and he gave the drone a data chip. I’ve loaded it onto a stand-alone pad.^

^You didn’t open it?^

^We’ve seen that someone has managed to infect a planet’s net, bypassing security software we wrote. I’m not risking something getting at me.^

^Fair point.^

Harry took off his jacket and boots and headed for the lounge. A pad was waiting on the coffee table and he sat down to flick through the directories. There was a mixture of text files, videos, and numerical data. One video was named ‘STARTHERE – Attempted Broadcast to Sytrix System’. He tapped on it and relaxed back into the chair.

A woman in the uniform of a Congressional navy commander filled the screen. “The following recording is a transmission that we intercepted between Vice-Admiral Koblensk and Fleet Command. We are sending this out to all those who will listen in an attempt to make it too risky for them to carry out their proposed treasonous mission.”

Harry paused the playback and checked the timestamp. It was months before the attack. He resumed the video. The woman was replaced by an older man in an admiral’s uniform. “Fleet Admiral. With a heavy heart, I have to report that one of the Omega Criteria has been met. I have thus begun preparations to activate the Red Fleet. 

“If the voluntary sending of candidates to Academies remains below the threshold for twelve months, we will be forced to enact the Omega Plan. It goes without saying that ordering an attack on our own citizens goes against all my instincts. However, I accept that it is a necessary evil if we are to stem the tide of apathy.

“A target has been selected by my psyops analysts that should maximise the shock factor. All significant civilian population centres will be bombarded. Most importantly, we have chosen a planet where hitting the Academy will be an incontrovertibly deliberate act; one which cannot be excused away as collateral damage.

“For maximum effect, we’ll need the local forces distracted or off-station. I trust you will be able to arrange a drill or false emergency.

“The mission details and fleet status reports are appended to this transmission. I pray that this is worth it, and that history forgives us. Koblensk out.”

The woman reappeared. “We are transmitting those reports now. I hope that you will make your feelings about this known to your representatives. Johnson out.”

Harry opened a file labelled ‘Mission Details’ and read with increasing horror as the planned attack on Concorde was described. When it came to the targeting of the Academy, his stomach rebelled and he closed the pad.

That fits with the net takedown. It also explains the factories, they wanted an atrocity, but without hurting their supply chain.

#
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After twenty-two long and sleepless hours, Harry slumped into a chair in the Fireblade’s lounge. He crossed another name off a list and threw the pad of paper onto the lacquered coffee table in front of him.

Well, that was the last member of the cabinet. All dead. 

He closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. The plan to contact one of Concorde’s leaders had seemed so simple.

At least the convoy will arrive in orbit shortly.

With an effort, he dragged himself upright. He looked at the painting on the wall opposite the main entrance and his father stared back. Harry had always been proud that he had managed to grow the family company that his father left to him. The old man had never minced his words and had made it clear that he thought Harry would squander the family fortune on his ‘little projects’. The first ‘little project’ he had launched after his father’s death almost doubled their capital in less than a month. Sure, he sometimes backed a duff horse, but it was always a worthy one. Now, though, he was out of ideas.

He got up and opened a sliding panel recessed into the wall. Behind it was revealed a set of crystal decanters containing liquids of all colours. Harry selected a deep red port and poured a couple of fingers into a sparkling tumbler. He raised it to the portrait.

Here’s to you, dad. Maybe you were right. Maybe I don’t have what it takes to stick things out.

His weight shifted as the room tilted. Absently, he wondered why they were changing course, but it didn’t pull him from his reverie.

^Sorry to disturb you,^ sent Emily. ^But we just picked up something interesting on a local radio channel.^

Harry pinched the bridge of his nose. ^Go on...^

^We clipped the edge of a broadcast. It sounded like someone trying to organise relief efforts.^

^We’ve run into a couple of organised groups before. There’s nothing we can do to help until the freighter arrives.^

^A name was mentioned. James Kincaid. I checked the records and he is this region’s member of parliament. The voice matches a recording of a speech that was on the net a few weeks ago.^

Harry melted into the chair. ^Finally. I was beginning to think there was no government left.^

The Fireblade levelled out from its turn, and a few seconds later a voice burst from the lounge speakers.

“...aid, speaking from the Fred Allinson School in Neroche. I am calling on everyone who hears this to make your way here. We have shelter, food, and medical supplies. Tell anyone you meet. This is James Kincaid, speaking from the Fred Allinson School in Neroche. I am...”

Harry cut the feed. ^Sounds like someone I can work with.^

#
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The Fireblade settled onto a playing field, its landing gear sinking slightly into the muddy grass. The elevator hatch opened, and Harry stepped out, flanked by his security team. Several dozen people came running out of the buildings, whilst many more peered out of windows. Harry stopped when he saw that some of them were armed, his bodyguards moving ahead a pace and lowering their hands to their pistols. The crowd drew to a halt and spread out. Some wore tattered suits, others grubby overalls. One was in police uniform, another in a priest’s robes. Harry’s EIS tagged a few as having gang tattoos.

“They look scared,” said Malin, the gold crest on his shoulder gleaming in the dull light. “I don’t think they’re a threat as long as we don’t make any aggressive moves.”

A few in the crowd glanced backwards and then moved aside. A well-built man in his mid-thirties walked through the gap. He wore a dark blue woollen overcoat and stout leather shoes. Despite having not shaved in days, his face and hands were clean. “Welcome to Neroche. That’s a mighty fine spaceship you’ve got there.”

^That’s Kincaid,^ sent Emily. ^He’s sizing you up. Cut to the point.^

“She got me here fast after we heard about the attack,” said Harry. “There is a relief convoy on its way. I am trying to work out how best to deploy it when it arrives.”

People looked at each other and began whispering. Kincaid turned to them to quieten them down. When the chatter subsided, he faced Harry again. “How bad is it?”

^Be honest,^ sent Emily.

“Bad.” Harry swallowed and eyed the crowd. “As far as we can tell, they hit every major city.”

The crowd erupted with noise again and Kincaid had to raise his arms and shout for them to calm down.

“They bombed every city on the continent?” asked Kincaid.

“Every city on the planet.”

The crowd fell silent. Kincaid swallowed. “Do you have a line to the governor? I am Representative Kincaid. I need to coordinate things with him.”

Harry shook his head. “I’m afraid the governor’s bunker took a direct hit.”

Kincaid shrugged. “Well, whoever is in charge, then.”

Harry stepped forward and dropped his voice so only Kincaid would hear. “I think we need to talk in private.”

“Svensson.” Kincaid beckoned another man forward. “Take care of things out here. Keep everyone calm.”

Svensson narrowed his eyes and looked Harry up and down. He leaned in to whisper to Kincaid, who nodded.

Kincaid showed Harry into the former headmaster’s office. The two security guards waited outside with two of Kincaid’s armed guards. The moment the door closed, Kincaid aged ten years. He waved Harry to a chair and lowered himself stiffly into his own.

“I’m impressed by what you’ve managed to do here,” said Harry.

Kincaid leant forwards and fixed him with a stare. “Listen. We have been through hell here. If you have something for me from the government, just spit it out.”

Harry took a deep breath. “As far as we can establish, you are the government.”

Kincaid banged his hand onto the table, fingers splayed. “No. I mean the planetary government.”

“We have to assume that the governor and all the cabinet are dead.” Harry paused. “You are the only member of parliament we have so far been able to contact.”

Kincaid wiped his hand down his stubbled face. For a moment, Harry thought he was about to fall off his chair. “So the government didn’t send you. Who are you, then?”

“The name’s Harry Robinson. My company is working with the outer system government to provide aid to Concorde.”

Kincaid studied his face. “I’ve heard of you. You donated to the Houseman’s Disease Foundation last year.”

Harry bowed his head and opened his hands in acknowledgement.

Kincaid looked down at his desk. “My daughter died of Houseman’s.” 

^Show sympathy.^

^I got that one, Emily.^

Harry rubbed his neck. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Thank you,” said Kincaid, rousing himself. “I’m going to be upfront about this; these last few days have taught me the value of openness. Svensson warned me not to trust you.”

^I can’t find a record of any Svensson in office or civil service,^ sent Emily. ^There was a mob enforcer by that name in the town jail awaiting trial before the attack.^

^Any signs of Kincaid being dirty?^

^No. He’s passed the normal checks every year since he came to office.^

“Who is Svensson, anyway?”

Kincaid bowed his head. “Someone who has proven useful getting us this far. He can make the hard choices that I cannot.”

Harry thought of all the decisions on firing people he’d left to Emily. “I think I get it.”

“Anyway, I’m still the Representative, and I’ve decided to trust you,” said Kincaid. “Though I don’t know what you need from me.”

“Concorde is in disarray. I have encountered pockets of organisation, like you have here, but there is no large-scale leadership. People need a face to rally around. Someone with a clear right to govern. I propose that that someone is you.”

Kincaid’s eyes widened. “You want me to seize power?”

“No. Not ‘seize’.” Harry laid his hands on the table. “I want you to declare that in the absence of any other civilian authority, you are taking up the reigns as acting governor until such time as elections can be held. I will ensure that the outer system government recognises you.”

“That’s all very well, but how do I declare that? There’s no net.”

“I have a contact who should be deploying a replacement satellite network as we speak. Give it a couple of hours and we can have you in front of everyone with a terminal.”

A dark look crossed Kincaid’s face. “What would I owe you for doing this?”

Harry blinked in surprise. “Why would you owe me anything?”

Kincaid laughed. “You really aren’t a politician, are you?”

Harry shook his head. “No. There are no strings attached. But I have to warn you... There’s something you need to know about the attack.”

Kincaid’s smile faded. “What?”

“It wasn’t the Republic.”
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Chapter 3
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Johnson strode into the lecture theatre and stepped up to the lectern. The room smelled musty, a reminder that it had lain empty for decades. The fresh detergent fragrance from her clothes contrasted starkly with the stale surroundings. She wore light grey combat trousers and shirt, with black belt and epaulettes; the simple day-to-day uniform they had compromised on months ago when they found an old stockpile in an abandoned mining complex. 

In front of her were the volunteers. Six hundred men and women looked back at her from the tiered seating. They came from all walks of life; their only connection being that they wanted to fight back.

“Welcome to Fort de Salses,” she began, her voice firm yet warm. “And welcome to Legion Libertus, the Legion of Freedmen.”

Johnson scanned the room, picking out individuals and making eye contact. Most looked apprehensive; whether they were worried about what was in store for them, or what was happening to those they had left behind, she couldn’t tell. She smiled, and nodded to a few, reassuring them. “You are all here for different reasons, and yet with the same purpose. You want an end to the divisions in our society. You want to live free. You want peace. But most of all, you want revenge.”

As she spoke, she drew from her new sense of purpose. Again, she was reminded of the time she had wasted chasing an idea of home that never really existed.

“However, you know that peace doesn’t come easy. You know that freedom isn’t cheap. There are people out there who will hunt you down, calling you traitors or malcontents. Even if you were to run far enough and fast enough to escape, you know you’d be leaving behind billions of others who couldn’t run.

“So you have decided to stay. To stay and fight. To fight for yourselves, your friends and family, and those billions of others you’ve never met.”

She paused. Resisting the urge to take a sip of water, she continued to survey the room, trying to get a feel for the audience. These people, most of whom hadn’t met until yesterday, had already formed groups. Those over there, lounging back with their arms on the backs of the benches but obviously listening carefully to her, were most likely pilots. In the centre, a hodgepodge unsure of how to sit; definitely civilians. The back row, slightly older and mostly watching the people in the other rows, had probably served as warrant officers. They all had their eyes fixed on her; there was no mistaking it, she had the attention of every single one of them.

“I am Prefect Johnson. I was a commander in the Congressional Navy, and am currently the Legion’s senior fleet officer. I will also be overseeing your training here.”

And to think, I only got my own ship last year.

“As the first cadre, you will be expected to become proficient in all areas. We simply don’t have the numbers for everyone to only have one job. You have been divided up into platoons of roughly thirty bodies. Each platoon contains people from a variety of backgrounds and with a wide spectrum of experience. Those of you who are already skilled in some aspects of the course will help teach those who aren’t. 

“The next few months will be hard. You will be exhausted, physically and mentally. Those of you with a military background will remember Basic. I know I do.”

The faintest of murmurs spread through the room, as those who had served smiled in empathy. 

“Now imagine going through Basic for all the services, one after the other... But we’ll start you off easy,” she smiled. “May I introduce Primus Issawi. He will be responsible for your first four-week training block.  His team of instructors will get you up to scratch on weapons handling, hand-to-hand fighting and basic surface combat tactics.”

She stepped back to make room for the lean, muscled man who climbed the steps onto the dais and strode purposefully across to the lectern. He moved with the economy of an experienced soldier, his shoulders back and spine straight. He too wore working greys, though his rank slides showed a yellow spearhead instead of Johnson’s lightning bolt. Johnson noticed an aroma of cardamom as he passed her, evidence of his favoured snack.

“Thank you, Prefect,” he said, then turned to address the audience. “I was a master sergeant in the Republican special forces. In addition to my direct action work, I did four tours as an ‘advisor’ to local forces.

“We have a few short weeks to get you all up to speed with how we do things here. Those of you who have served before will need to forget some of what you are used to doing. We are building a new set of traditions, keeping what works and getting rid of the pointless. Understood?”

A chorus of “Sir, yes, sir!” came from many in the hall. Those who’d been through Basic before, or read stories about it, Johnson assumed.

“I can’t hear you ... do you understand?”

“Sir, yes, sir!” echoed off the walls.

“Better ... Now, each platoon will have one of my optios to help them. You might not think it at the time, but they are helping you. They are like the sergeants many of you will have known. In fact, many of them were sergeants in their former lives. However, they are officers and you will address them as ‘Sir’. Understood?”

“Sir, yes, sir!” They were warming into the familiar response now; bonding together as a unit.

“There will be other Directing Staff, or DS for short. They could carry any rank, from decurion up to centurion. You will follow their instructions to the letter. The only time you don’t have to listen to them is when they are wearing one of these red armbands.” He held one up. “When wearing that, they are acting as enemy soldiers and you are to treat them as such. In an emergency, a member of staff acting as enemy will remove the armband and/or declare ‘Endex’ or ‘No drill’ to indicate the scenario is finished. Indeed, you yourself may use the phrase ‘No drill’ if you need to tell people that something is not part of a scenario, a real injury perhaps. Understood?”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

He cast his glare around the room, giving the pilots an extra special frown.

“Questions?”

Silence. All but the back row appeared to have shrunk.

It never ceases to amaze me how easily an experienced senior NCO can deflate an ego. The ultimate bad cop.

“Right... ‘A’ Platoon stand up.”

The platoons were called in turn, their optios making themselves known and explaining where they would meet after the talk. Johnson was pleased to note that the groups she had identified earlier were split up between the platoons.

Issawi stepped down, making way for Johnson to retake her place at the lectern.

Time for good cop again.

“So, Cadre Zero-Zero-One... it begins. Those of you who complete every phase of this training will form the backbone of our frontline forces. Those of you who don't will still have a place with us, you will be able to use your skills elsewhere in the Legion; indeed, you could pursue a specialism and work through the ranks that way.”

She paused, slowly sweeping her gaze across the auditorium. Instead of the anxiety she had feared at this point, every face she studied seemed buoyed with enthusiasm and determined to succeed.

“Good luck.”

She strode quickly off the stage and out of the room, past a couple of engineers waiting for the speeches to finish so they could get on with repairing a water pipe. As she left, she heard Issawi giving the order for the recruits to fall out to their designated classrooms.

They are in the best hands we could find. I hope we have enough time.

#
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Johnson fired a couple of quick shots, dashed diagonally a few paces, then threw herself to the ground. She crawled rapidly into cover. A quick replay of the last few seconds on her EIS showed her the enemy position clearly; two soldiers inside a neat circle of sandbags just off the track ahead. She tagged the location and sent instructions to right flank their position to the combat unit trailing her.

She felt the large, insectile robot creep into position, grey metalloceramic body tucked low to the ground. She rolled a few times to her left so she wouldn’t appear where the enemy saw her go down. Creeping forward, she sighted on the makeshift bunker through some nettles. The unit was ready. She sent the 'go' order and fired a few bursts; fish-and-chips, fish-and-chips, fish-and-chips. Just like she’d been taught in Basic.

The enemy returned her fire. She ducked down, just as the unit burst through the undergrowth. It sprung, and landed between the soldiers, tagging them with the electrified pads on its claws. They dropped to the floor and thrashed about. 

Two down.

She checked her ammo readout. Her enhanced EIS meant she simply knew the magazine currently contained thirty-seven training rounds, but she hadn’t yet been able to shake the habit of checking her visual display.

She backed up and ran hunched over to the track. The rules of this lane were that she had to patrol along the track, and she had to take point. She knelt in the verge, and checked forward and back. She rose in one fluid movement and started walking. Rifle in her shoulder, she slipped into a steady pace. Scanning left and right, her weapon moving with her body and head, she kept a lookout for signs of the enemy. Occasionally she swept round in a full circle, a precaution in case anything was trying to sneak up behind her. After a couple of weeks' training from Issawi, she no longer had to consciously control her movements. Still, it was a far cry from her experience as a naval officer.

She passed the combat unit, and it fell in behind her. Confident her rear was now covered, she focused on hunting the forward arcs for targets.

A machete-wielding soldier burst out of the undergrowth ahead of her. With a thought, she set the rifle to full automatic. She squeezed the trigger with her finger. The rounds sprayed across the bushes as she swung around. Several impacted on his chest and he dropped.

Three. That was close. 

With two rounds left in the magazine, she knelt and swapped it out, covered as always by the combat unit behind her. Finished, she resumed patrolling along the track.

^That was sloppy, Ma’am. A high risk of collateral damage and a waste of ammunition.^

Johnson knew as much already, but hearing him say it hurt. ^Sorry. I just reacted to him coming so close.^ 

^A well-trained soldier controls their fire without needing to think about it. You need to do the same.^

With my enhanced EIS I should have plenty of subjective time to make these decisions. I just don’t seem to be able to use it.

Another soldier jumped out on her left. She managed to get her rifle roughly lined up before firing. He went down, but more rounds missed than hit.

^A bit better. Use your sight.^

Ten seconds later, she heard a rustling to her right. She aimed carefully at a shaking bush, and fired a deliberate burst. She was rewarded with a dull thud.

Five.

^Good targeting. You didn’t have a clean shot, though. It could have been a non-combatant.^

Johnson bit off an angry retort. There was no use arguing; she’d asked for this and had better step up her game.

She patrolled for another minute, with no sign of opposition. Rounding a corner, she sighted the end marker. Rounds spattered on the combat unit. It started to react, then went limp. Blue lights strobed on its back. Johnson dived for the side of the track, replaying the sensor feeds to try to locate the source of the incoming fire. She squirmed a bit further forward, then used her sight to zoom in on the rough area.

Gotcha.

A short burst at the base of a tree, and a soldier flopped out unconscious.

Six.

She changed her magazine again. It was still over half-full, but she sensed Issawi was getting ready to throw things at her, and she didn’t want to have to reload again if she could help it. She could still feel the link to the combat unit, so she checked its telemetry to be sure it was completely out of the fight. A looped message reported simulated destruction from a missile.

Standing slowly, Johnson continued her patrol. Without her partner, she now needed to keep checking all around her.

A bush moved. She swung round to target it. No clear shot. A twig snapped behind her. She spun around. Her eyes led her weapon. Seeing a hostile, she jerked her index finger. The rounds walked across him, exploding into sprays of blue goo on impact.

^Sloppy. Do it again.^

Even without the physical and nervous exhaustion of real combat, she couldn’t get it right. Maybe she wasn’t cut out for this. But everyone was counting on her.

She spun again, just in time to aim at someone peering out from the bush. She fired.
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