Part Four


The Matterhorn didn’t stay in Alliance for long. Patrols came up empty, and it was concluded by Intell that the Cats, disrupted by their defeat in Hell’s Kitchen, were planning to regroup and develop a new strategy. The Midway, however, was dispatched to the Brimstone System, where local InSys forces were reporting that merchant traffic was being harried by unidentified bandits. CAG Frieze hadn’t told Casey more than that, and Lance was left to wonder if the Kilrathi terrorists had retreated to Roberts Quadrant, or if other forces were now at work in Vega. But Casey didn’t let it gnaw on him too much, and spent the next couple of days flying escort missions, sending holos to his family, and delving into the paperwork that kept piling higher and higher on his desk. He was watching landings and takeoffs from Flight Control one afternoon, when he was called to Frieze’s office for a briefing. 


Atkins, Sagan, and Jeffries were also there, and Frieze announced that they had arrived in the Rostov System, and were hereby ordered by Sector HQ to Venice, where new orders awaited them. “What about the Kilrathi, sir?” Jeffries asked, and his fellow Wing Commanders wondered this, as well. The Midway, Frieze replied, would respond to any further Kilrathi troubles in the sector, but the Matterhorn was needed in Venice. 

The next day, the carrier hit the jump point, and arrived at Vega HQ, a watery world that the Kilrathi had once called Kharak Tar. Indeed, the Cats had held the system for a large portion of the War, and it was from Venice that they had nearly succeeded in bringing the entire Vega Sector under their control. But, fortunately, Christopher Blair and the Tiger’s Claw had helped to wrestle the system from Kilrathi hands, and put it back into Confed’s. However, thirty-seven years after Venice’s liberation, things had changed. When the War ended, the Confederation, as a concession to the peaceniks in the Senate, among other factors, had largely demilitarized Venice. As Casey flew a Piranha in a quick sweep of Venice airspace, he saw few signs of a Naval presence, save a Jutland-class carrier in orbit of the planet itself, a Murphy destroyer in the outlying areas, and a half-completed megacarrier, the TCS Vukar Tag, in a lunar dry-dock.  

The Matterhorn’s Wing Commanders were again called together for a preliminary briefing. When this was through, Casey prepared his notes, and briefed his own pilots. It had been several days already since Hell’s Kitchen, and the Wing was buzzing to get back into action. “All right, everybody here?” Casey asked from the podium. “Now, you may or may not have heard about the attack in H’rekkah earlier this week, which killed not only Kilrathi representatives, but Terrans and Firekkans, too. Just two days ago, however, a holo was sent to TNC, which Intell seized before broadcast.” He tapped a control and the screen behind him flared to life.

The image was hazy, distorted, no doubt a result of computer manipulation. A featureless face stared out at them, and spoke with a warped, robotic tone. “This message is to the Terran Confederation,” it said. “Four days ago, the Terran Liberation Front attacked and destroyed an Imperial space station in the H’rekkah System. That was a warning. Sever all ties with the treacherous Kilrathi Empire, and cease attacks against our interests. If you do not, there will be grave consequences.” And the message fizzled out, leaving the Wing numb and confused, and Casey felt no differently. 

“Now, we have been sent to Venice because Command fears an attack here, similar to the one in H’rekkah,” Casey said. “And the recent encounters in Brimstone, Alcor, and other places only heighten their concerns. Moreover, Command is of the mind that Venice is a likely target, in that it skirts the edges of the Border Worlds Union. The TLF might take advantage of the Border Worlds’ shaky political and economic situation to sneak into Confed space and strike.” Behind him, he displayed a map of nearby space, and highlighted a star. “We’re currently en route to the Cairo System, where a rag-tag strike force, spearheaded by a Lexington-class carrier—the ex-TCS Bradshaw—has apparently established itself. They’re claiming to be nothing more than local militia, not terrorists, but Intelligence Assets has gathered evidence to the contrary. Our mission is to go in and scout out the area and to see what exactly this group is up to. If Intell is correct, they’re preparing for a major strike at Venice, or one of its nearby systems.” 

“And what of the Border Worlds?” a pilot, one of the Bleeding Fangs, asked.

“The TCS Armageddon,” Casey explained, “is guarding the edges of Union space, and is currently in the Kurasawa System, with permission from the Border Worlds’ government, of course.” After explaining the Matterhorn’s goal in some further detail, Casey directed the pilots to the ICIS, and then sent them on their way. He walked back to his office in dejection. It was bad enough having been torn away from his family in the first place, but now that the Matterhorn had made progress against the Sivar terrorists, they were moving onto worse things, things that could keep Casey far from home for much longer. He only hoped that things were settled in Cairo, and settled quickly. 

Sometime later, the Captain’s voice boomed over the P.A., warning that they were nearing the jump point, and that everyone should take their jump stations. Strapped in, Casey felt the ship bucking and riding the wave across space, and soon the Matterhorn cleared the jump well, and had arrived in the Cairo System, where a patrol from In-System Security awaited to escort them to Nile, the system’s primary planet. Nile was a large desert world, but it flowed sparsely with several lengthy rivers, hence its name. The Matterhorn was still in orbit when Captain Frieze conducted the next briefing. 

After a while, detailing the sundry missions required of each wing, the CAG turned to Casey, and said, “Got one more for you, Colonel, and this is an easy one. I want you to take up a squadron, and patrol these three Nav points. Not quite sure if you’ll run into anything hostile out there, but keep your eyes peeled, nonetheless. Also, Cairo Command wants us to check out a transport haunting the trade routes near Karnak, the outlying third planet in the system. Cairo’s been unable to ID the ship, which also hasn’t answered any hails. Now, it might be that their transponder is down—who knows?—but check it out, anyway, and watch where you point your guns.”  

Casey flew the patrol himself, once again with the Black Angels, and he chose as his wingman a pilot in her early thirties named Mandy Montrose. They launched and hit the first waypoint, which was empty, as were the next two. Casey reported that he had come up empty, and then set course for the last known location of Cairo’s mysterious transport. They found the ‘sport, a Pelican-class, in the shadow of a small, oblong moon in orbit of Karnak, which was a dusty little planet with a methane atmosphere unbreathable by humans and most aliens. Casey scanned the vessel, but IFF transponders came up empty. The ship had taken some damage, but not much. He opened a link to the ship, said, “Unidentified transport, this is Alpha Wing from the TCS Matterhorn. Respond, over.” He was greeted only with the gentle hiss of static.

 Radioing to the Matterhorn, Casey was told to stay back, until a Marine transport could arrive. The Captain wanted to board the ship, and see what exactly they were hiding, if anything. It could have been possible, Casey supposed, that they had been attacked, and were all floating dead in the dank, zero-g confines of a capsized starship. At last, the Hercules troopship arrived, and came in slowly and carefully for a landing. Casey and Montrose followed them in, setting their Vampires upon the Pelican’s narrow deck, while the other members of Alpha Wing flew continuous passes over the transport. 

Casey waited until the Marine squad had disembarked before shutting down his systems, leaping to the deck, and approaching them. He told Montrose to stay put, and saluted the squad’s leader as he neared. Captain Oliver DiMartino, a strapping man in his mid-twenties with a lantern jaw and coal-black eyes, returned the salute, said, “I’m not letting you go in there, Colonel, without a weapon. Do you have your sidearm?” 

“Never leave home without it,” Casey replied with a grin, and he pulled his laser pistol from its holster and followed DiMartino as he raced stealthily across the vast, dim hangar. There was a single large blast door, closed but unlocked, and the squad took up positions on either side of this. A corporal led his men through the passageway, and after a moment, he waved his comrades forward. The coast was clear. Casey’s heart raced in fear and excitement. He had accompanied Marines on missions before, but it never ceased to turn him into a giddy little boy. As they stalked the silent corridors of the Pelican, Casey’s respect for the fighting men of the Confederation only increased. 

“This place is like a tomb,” DiMartino whispered from the corner of his mouth, and Casey nodded. Suddenly, from up ahead, came the clatter of gunfire, the flash of energy beams. “Corporal Fair, what’s going on?” the burly Marine asked into his helmet mike. 

“We got activity in the forward cargo bay, sir,” Fair replied. “I count… eight men, all armed. Civilians. They opened fire as soon as we presented ourselves.” 

“Shit,” DiMartino growled. He looked at Casey. “Sorry, flyboy, but this ain’t just a broken transponder anymore. Head back to your fighter, and get into space. LeBrie will cover you. Go!” Casey wanted to stay, but he didn’t argue, and dutifully returned to his Vampire. A moment later, he and Mandy were surrounded by stars.  

Oliver DiMartino was a by-the-book soldier, having, while attending the Naval Academy at Houston, memorized every lecture and paper by Big Duke Grecko. But he hated going in blind. When in a combat situation, it was always best to know who your were dealing with, and why. For all he knew, he was up against frightened merchants wary of another attack upon their ship. But, then again, they could be the dregs of the galaxy, Retros or worse. 

He found Fair huddled behind a stack of cargo containers, popping up every now and then to spray the hold with his M-48. The Marines had fanned out across the periphery of the hold, and through their linked helmet-cams, DiMartino saw a little less than a dozen men, wearing soiled coveralls or flightsuits, and wielding a variety of weapons, from old-model C-47 assault rifles and C-244 pistols, to state-of-the-line (and contraband) plasma rifles. The fight raged for but a few minutes, and one or two of the crewmen went down with superficial, but painful, wounds. Soon, the Marines had them surrounded, and they surrendered without further hostilities. 

The Marines advanced quickly across the hold, disarmed the men. They were manacled, and DiMartino aimed his weapon at one, a swarthy man with a thick beard, who wore a bright red scarf around his neck. “You,” the Marine barked, “speak! What’s your name?” 

“Musa,” the man growled. “Musa Burki.” 

“What’s the name of this ship?” DiMartino pressed. 

“The SS Fool’s Gold,” Burki explained, and a look of indignation crossed his dark features. “You have no right to board us like this. We’ve done nothing wrong!” 

Corporal Fair snorted, snarled, “Firing on a squad of Confed Marines? That’s not wrong?” But DiMartino shot him a stern look, and the soldier reluctantly backed down. “Where are you coming from?” Oliver asked. 

“We left the Grovsner Colonies last week—check our navcom, if you don’t believe me,” Burki said. “We have business in New Detroit!” 

“You’re a long way from both, friend.” 

“We were waylaid at Hilo Base,” Burki snapped, and his crossness grew tenfold. “We had confees rummaging through our cargo for hours, and the bastards broke two bottles of Tamayoan Fire Wine—you know, that stuff don’t come cheap! Anyway, we were coming via a different route, through Vega, to avoid any more Confed trouble. That son of a bitch Terrell has the borders of Gemini tighter than his own asshole!” 

“So, you’re merchants, then?” DiMartino asked. 

Burki nodded righteously. “Yes!” he hissed. “Etruria Potables, Ltd. We export only the best, for a lower price than you’d find in the Confederation—Vega’s Finest, New Samarkand Vodka, Firekkan Firewater, you name it.” 

“Then why the hell did you fire on us?” DiMartino demanded, his temper flaring.

 The merchant swallowed and scratched at his hairy neck, beneath the kerchief. “Well,” he said, “we’ve had some business dealings that have gone awry in the past. The Axis Militia, the Sarns, you never know who might be gunning for you on any given day.” He glared up at DiMartino hotly. “But who the hell are you to come barging onto our ship with guns drawn, huh?” 

DiMartino straightened, and pointed to the familiar patch on his sleeve. “Terran Marine Corps, that’s who, pal,” he spat. “Your vessel was hailed numerous times, without answer. And we detected damage. You want to explain that?” 

“We sailed too close to a pulsar in the Gateway System,” Burki sighed. “It played hell with our shields and communications. We hove to near Karnak to exact repairs, but we were having trouble getting our ‘bots running.” 

“Be that as it may,” DiMartino said, “we’re still going to search this boat from stem to stern. Are you the captain, Mr. Burki?” The merchant shook his head. “How many more men are aboard?” There were twenty or thirty, perhaps, Burki replied. DiMartino turned to Sergeant LeBrie. “Sarge, take some men forward, and secure the bridge. I want the entire crew in custody.” Something doesn’t smell right here, he thought, and Casey, listening in via DiMartino’s commlink, didn’t think so, either. 

“Captain!” a voice called, and Corporal Fair had dragged forward a heavy cargo pod. Opening it up, they saw crate after crate of Gonwyn’s Glory. Grumbling, they went to another, this one filled with Nephele Hell’s Kitchen. “Damn,” Oliver growled, “maybe the guy is telling the truth!” 

Fair had popped open another crate, and hefted a glazed bottle of Manchester Rum. “Hey, Chief,” he laughed, “you think the Captain would mind if we brought home a few souvenirs?” 

“You put that down!” Burki was calling, held back only by the rifle pointed at his head. “That cost over fifty credits, probably more than you’re even worth!” 

“Corporal,” DiMartino warned, hiding a smile. Fair chuckled and went to return the liquor to its place, when he tripped and—crash—the bottle smashed to the deck and exploded into countless glass shards. Burki leapt to his feet, staring in horror at the widening pool of amber liquid. Fifty credits, down the toilet, Oliver thought. Fair leaned down to collect the shards, and as he did so, noticed what he had tripped over. It was the handle to a trapdoor, which previously had been concealed by the crate of Hell’s Kitchen. “Cap, lookee what I found!” Fair exclaimed. 

“Stay away from there!” Burki pleaded. DiMartino yanked the hatch open, but before he could peer inside, the Marine that had been guarding the merchant leapt back with a howl of pain, and there was Burki, dripping dagger in hand, charging toward Fair. He stuck the corporal in the shoulder, before Oliver brought him down with a blast to the chest. “Brian, you okay?” DiMartino asked. 

“Just a flesh wound,” Fair groaned. “The fucker.” 

“Meadows?” 

The private rose shakily and dabbed at the blood on his throat. “Yeah, I’m cool, sir,” he called. “Guy just grazed me. Must have hidden that knife inside his scarf.” 

DiMartino nudged with a toe the limp form beneath him. Smoke curled from Burki’s chest, and blood dribbled from his pale lips. Sure enough, he was dead. “All right, let’s get this cleaned up,” the Captain spat. “And let’s see what he thought was so goddamn important to risk his life over.” 

From the cockpit of his Vampire, Casey saw the Marines drag more than two-dozen more cargo containers from the sub-hold, but these didn’t contain bottles of alcohol. Fair examined a sleek, lozenge-shaped P-01 plasma rifle under the hold’s dim lights, and tossed it to DiMartino. “Hey, Chief,” he called, “what do you think the vintage of this is?” 

Oliver scowled at the weapon cradled in his arms. The weapon had been under development in the Landreich since after the war with Confed, harnessing the power of the bigger capship guns into something the size of an assault rifle. But the weapon had been deemed unreliable, and far too dangerous for battlefield use, and so Admiral Bondarevsky had scrapped it. The plans had been stolen from Buford’s World, however, by agents of the Sarn Consortium, and sold on the black market. Soon, pirates and other denizens of the fringe had carried the nefarious P-01. Confed had issued a ban on the weapon, and so too had the Border Worlds and the Landreich, as well as the Firekkans and the Kilrathi. But there were some who had no respect for law and order. “Smugglers!” Captain DiMartino spat the word as though it were a curse.

“Maybe not, Captain,” a voice called from below. “You better come down here.” 

Oliver ducked into the sub-hold, and was immediately greeted by a horrendous stink. There, piled in the corner, were the bodies of the crew of the Fool’s Gold. “Dear God,” DiMartino cried. “They murdered the entire crew, and took over the ship.” They had, he supposed, tried to dump the bodies into the pulsar at Gateway, so that they would not be found, but had strayed too close and gotten fried. “Call me crazy, but I think the TLF has struck again.” 

“Captain,” his radio squawked, and it was Sergeant LeBrie. “Sir, the bridge is secure, but there are scorch marks on the wall, and I see some blood, too. Looks like there was a fight up here.” 

“Roger that, Sarge,” Oliver said. “We got bodies down below.” 

The marauders were quickly gathered and marched into the hold of the Hercules. They would be taken to Nile for interrogation by TCIA, and a tender was also being sent in by Cairo Command to tow the Fool’s Gold back to headquarters. Alpha Wing was recalled to the Matterhorn, and there CAG Frieze listened in awe and discomfort to Casey’s report. “Maybe Cairo knew something we didn’t,” he murmured. “Or maybe they’re just damn more insightful than we are.” He coughed. “Very well, Colonel, good job. I’ll want to increase the patrols in the area. The TLF won’t be far away. But get some rest for now, Colonel. I’ll keep you informed.” 

Casey downed a few in the rec room, chatted idly with Lieutenant Montrose, and went straight to bed. He tossed and turned upon his bunk, and no position seemed comfortable. He just wasn’t very tired. He kept thinking about the doomed crew of the SS Fool’s Gold. After all, they had only wanted to make a buck or two, just like any man, and they, no more or less than anyone, didn’t deserve the fate that had awaited them. It wasn’t fair, Casey thought. But, then again, when was life ever fair? If things were fair, mankind never would have been fought to the brink of extinction, Casey would have had a father, and he never would have had to say goodbye to friends like Dallas, Blair, or Zero. He sighed mightily, and at last felt himself drifting to sleep. 

After what could have been either an hour or five minutes, the door buzzed loudly, and Casey, clad only in boxers and a t-shirt, found an ensign whose name he didn’t remember standing in the corridor. “Sir,” the kid said with a salute, “sorry to disturb you, but the CAG requires your immediate presence in the briefing room. There’s been… a situation.”

“What sort of situation?” Casey asked with dread. 

“Come along, sir,” the Ensign sighed. Casey threw on his uniform, and followed the kid through the darkened halls of the Matterhorn to Frieze’s office. The CAG was in shirtsleeves, and he appeared harried, having no doubt just been roused from bed himself. A moment later, Sagan, Atkins, and Jeffries arrived, too, and Frieze began. “We’ve got a problem, people,” he growled. “Less than an hour ago, the lights went out in Cairo City. Someone shut down the central power grid!” 

“What?” Atkins exclaimed. “Who?” 

“Who else?” Frieze snapped. “A high-speed shuttle, under cloak on approach, landed on the roof of the main detention center, and spirited away at least a dozen TLF operatives that we captured aboard the Fool’s Gold.” He sighed, and slammed the holotable with a fist. “The bastards must have been lying in wait for days; there’s no other way they could’ve gotten through Nile’s defense grid!” 

“Did Cairo Command send out interceptors?” Colonel Sagan asked. 

Frieze nodded. “Of course,” he replied. “A wing of Wasps was launched less than fifteen minutes ago, but they were ambushed near Giza by enemy fighters. Long-range sensors have detected the getaway shuttle, however, near the Alcor jump point. Giza Base has dispatched a destroyer to block its escape, but Tactical has spotted a Lexington-class carrier and escorts en route.”

“Are they hostile?” Casey asked. 

“Undoubtedly attached to the TLF.” 

Jeffries snorted in derision. “ ‘Local militia,’ indeed!” he scoffed. 

“People, we may be onto something here!” Frieze said. “The Captain wants to seize this carrier, and to find out what exactly the TLF is up to in Vega Sector. Giza will hold out as long as they can, but I want your fastest ships up and off that deck in five minutes! Take out that Lexington’s defense screen—we’re looking at Excaliburs, Bearcats, and possibly a few older ships: Centurions and Talons. We’ll send in our Shrikes to disable the carrier as soon as you give the all-clear. Colonel Stone’s Marines will be right behind. We don’t have any time to lose. Get to it, people!” 

The klaxon hooted throughout the whole of the Matterhorn, and men and women scrambled to action stations. Casey quickly donned a flightsuit, and joined the Green Hornets on the bustling deck, where they awaited in a semicircle. He summarized the situation, and soon they were in their cockpits, blasting out the launch bay one by one. The booster pods of the Wasps were exhausted far from the Alcor jump point, but this did not prove a problem, for the Giza destroyer was still blocking the way, and the Lexington carrier had altered course to meet the threat from the Matterhorn head on. The Lexington, which transponders identified as the SS Emancipator, loomed ahead at two o’clock, battle-scarred, and painted gold and black, not the typical Confed blue or green. A flight of Bearcats, fighters that had never been mass-produced after the Black Lance debacle, and undoubtedly stolen from some Confed dockyard, were on approach, and among their ranks, Casey also saw the privateer fighters, and even two or three Ferrets and Arrows. No sign of the Excaliburs, but with their cloaking technology, they could have been anywhere. 

“Confed forces,” a harsh voice barked over the comm, “we are not asking for trouble. Let us go in peace; our war is with the Kilrathi. But we will not hesitate to fire upon you if you continue to harass us.” 

“Surrender the criminals you have freed and abetted,” came the reply from Cairo Command. “They are members of the criminal TLF, and we have reason to believe you are, too. Do as we say, and then prepare to be boarded.” 

“Not a chance, confee!” the Emancipator shot back, and immediately the Bearcats sprang into action. Casey heard the warble of a missile lock warning, and a Spiculum IR was headed his way. He ordered the Hornets to break and attack, and himself went evasive, launched a decoy. The ImRec spun off into the void, and exploded harmlessly some few hundred thousand klicks to port. Casey locked onto one of the heavy fighters, whose weaponry and speed left something to be desired, and blazed away with mass drivers. The bullets tore through the Bearcat’s shields, and ate armor ravenously, until the terrorist fighter tumbled through the void and burst apart. He killed two more, and sent a damaged Centurion racing back to the safety of the Lexington. 

Suddenly, over the comm, Casey heard this: “Mayday! Mayday! This is the TCS Sagittarius, from Giza Base! We’ve apprehended the renegade shuttle, but we’re under attack by a squadron of Excaliburs. They were lying cloaked when we arrived, and started firing, no questions asked! Our fighter squadron’s been annihilated! We need help!” 

“You copy that, Matterhorn?” Casey asked, yawing to starboard as a Bearcat splattered his rear shields with tachyon fire. 

“Roger,” came CAG Frieze’s gruff voice. “Colonel Jeffries’ wing is on their way now. We have problems of our own back here at Nile—more of those damned Excaliburs, and a frigate—but we can take care of it. You just clear a way for the Eagles! Matterhorn out!” 

Casey stood up on his starboard wing, and cut speed, and the Bearcat that had been pursuing him shot ahead. “Gotcha,” Lance snarled, gunning afterburners and peppering the bandit with full guns. Gaining a missile lock, he sent a Heat-Seeker into the Bearcat’s tailpipe, and flew over the expanding cloud of debris it soon became. A moment later, several more red blips vanished from Casey’s scope, and a Green Hornet, whom he could not identify by voice, whooped in triumph as he killed an Arrow. Two more Bearcats were destroyed, and in the distance, a Talon or two were consumed in flames. “Okay, we got the fighter cover,” Lance said. “Come on, Hornets, let’s take out those turrets!” A few moments later, with only one of the Wasps damaged by laser fire, the Emancipator was studded with smoking craters where once defense guns had been. But the carrier’s shields were still up, and so were its engines. “That’s it!” Casey exclaimed. “Major Johansson, we opened you up a door! It’s time to earn your pay.” 

“Roger that, Colonel,” came the reply of Bjorn Johansson, and soon the short-necked and stub-winged Shrikes were swooping in from four o’clock, slow and lumbering, but undeniably powerful. The bombers fired light torpedoes, slicing through the Lexington’s phase shields, and disabling its huge engines. The ship stuttered to a halt, and most of its running lights winked out. It was dead in space. “The carrier is down,” Bjorn announced. “Marine One, you are clear. Good luck.” 
The Green Hornets were soon relieved by the Black Angels, and the Wasps returned triumphantly to the Matterhorn, which had successfully fended off its attackers, with the help of the Cairo Home Defense Squadron, of course. Casey landed and hit decontam, and then arrived on the Flight Control deck, where Colonel Grant Stone, the commander of the carrier’s Marine battalion, was capturing his men’s mission moment-by-moment via holocam. The grunts dashed down the ramp of the Hercules, weapons ready, and in their midst, Casey spotted Captain DiMartino. Orders were given, and the Marines spread out across the flight deck. Battle raged, and one or two Marines, but many more of the terrorists, fell. The battalion split up, and one secured the lower decks, while the other, led by the seasoned Stone himself, went topside to secure the bridge. The crew of the Emancipator didn’t put up much of a fight, and in less than twenty minutes, the ship was under Confederation control. 

Sometime later, Casey was called to the CAG’s office, and Frieze was smiling. “Excellent work, Casey, to all of you.” He nodded to the other Wing Commanders that were also there. “I just received news from Colonel Stone. The Emancipator’s hangar deck was full of every nasty toy imaginable: P-01 rifles, Skipper missiles, proton bombs, parts for a phase-transit-cannon… hell, even two or three bioconvergence canisters!” The Colonels all held their breath and exchanged looks of alarm. For many, the memory of Geoffrey Tolwyn and the tragedy of Telamon still burned. “But we shouldn’t worry,” Frieze continued gently, soothing his officers’ fears. “The Captain and I have already spoken to Coolidge from TCIA: He assures us that the TLF couldn’t have many more of these bioweapons. Most were destroyed or seized by Confed from Axius more than fifteen years ago, and all have been accounted for. The canisters found on the Emancipator, however, were likely made independtly, but there are few knowledgeable enough about bioconvergence these days, after the Black Lance, that is.” He informed them that they would soon hear more from Stone, and promptly dismissed them. 

Soon after the debriefing, Casey watched as a pair of Devastators, marked with the insignia of Giza Base, set down on the Matterhorn’s flight deck, and they pulled the renegade shuttle behind them via tractor beam. The shuttle was sleek and black, a civilian model, built for speed and favored among bank robbers and smugglers. Ship security forces soon arrived, and led the fugitives and their accomplices to the brig. All the terrorists looked the same: undernourished, haggard, and ill-kempt. They wore threadbare jumpsuits and overalls, with caps pushed down low over hooded eyes. There was a lean, hungry look to them, like caged dogs brutalized far too often by their owners. Were they really so angry with the Kilrathi, or just with their lots in life? 

 Casey tried not to think much more of it. The Emancipator had been subdued, the escapees caught, and there had been minimal Confederation losses. But something still didn’t sit right with Casey. Why had the Emancipator been so eager to engage them? If they had so desired, they could have easily overtaken the Sagittarius and fled to Alcor. Sitting at a table in the rec room, alone, he shook his head. They had won! The Armageddon had had similar success in Kurasawa, dispatching a squadron of corvettes, and a cruiser that had been lying in wait in the asteroid field. Venice was safe, or so CAG Frieze had said—battle plans confiscated aboard the Emancipator indicated a planned attack on Venice, via the McAuliffe System, where they had planned to rendezvous with a TLF demolitions squad. Word had been sent to McAuliffe, and an exhaustive search of the system was underway. But the Matterhorn would soon be leaving Cairo behind. To Casey, though, it just didn’t seem right. 

The holovid droned on overhead, TNC reporting more terrorist strikes against civilian and military targets throughout Vega and Kilrathi space. They didn’t specify who were behind those attacks, though. The lines were blurring. The Cult of Sivar. The Terran Liberation Front. Sure, both had conflicting goals, but they were both undoubtedly a threat to the Confederation’s security, and they had to be stopped. But could they be? Could something as regimented as the Confed military possibly eliminate such completely autonomous and cell-oriented units? They had done it before, but the War had long been over, and Confed had grown soft and complacent, even under a strong-arm like James Taggart. Anyway, all Casey knew was that the Matterhorn had to be vigilant. Everything was not what it seemed.

