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  Preface


  At an earlier time, a commander could be certain that a future war would resemble past and present ones. This enabled him to analyze appropriate tactics from past and present. The troop commander of today no longer has this possibility. He knows only that whoever fails to adapt the experiences of the last war will surely lose the next one.


  —General Franz Uhle-Wettler


   


  The nature of war has changed dramatically since the last major series of wars shook the world during the middle of the last century. The last seven decades have been one of the longest periods of peace in Man's history, if one focuses on the lack of direct military conflict between the modern Great Powers of Russia (formerly the U.S.S.R.), China, and the United States, and the former Great Powers of France, Germany, Japan, and the United Kingdom. The currently dominant military power, the United States of America, has not engaged in a single declared war since the end of World War II, and aside from a few nervous decades of a Cold War now fading into distant memory, has not even been forced to face any credible rivals to its dominance, let alone existential threats.


  But Man is nothing if not resourceful. The overwhelming military superiority that led to the Pax Americana, combined with the ruthlessness of the total war waged by the Western democracies on the citizenries of its enemies as well as their militaries and infrastructures, created the incentive for the development of a new form of warfare, one in which the line between soldier and civilian is not so much blurred as entirely erased.


  What is described, and feared around the world, as “terrorism” is actually nothing more than an acceptance of an asynchronous distribution of wealth, technology, and military power combined with a dynamic adaptation of the antithesis of what historian Victor Davis Hanson describes as “the Western way of war”.


  In Carnage and Culture, Hanson writes: “Western warring is often an extension of the idea of state politics, rather than a mere effort to obtain territory, personal status, wealth, or revenge…. The idea of annihilation, of head-to-head battle that destroys the enemy, seems a particularly Western concept largely unfamiliar to the ritualistic fighting and emphasis on deception and attrition found outside Europe.”


  But in the 21st Century, war is no longer a state monopoly. Deception and attrition are now the order of the day. The very success of the Western way of war has led to its increasing irrelevance with regards to ongoing conflicts; how can the enemy state be defeated when it has already been destroyed, not only as a coherent military force but as a government entity as well? The number of failed states is on the rise, from Somalia to Afghanistan, Libya, and Iraq. Western military interventions have slaughtered enemy troops, and toppled governments, and removed brutal dictators from power, but they have not brought peace in their wake. The Western way of war depends upon extermination, but it is irrelevant when there is nothing to exterminate but phantoms and shadows who are replaced as rapidly as they are eliminated.


  This martial transformation from the Western way of war to a neo-Eastern way of war is, like most historical changes in the art of war, the result of technological advancement. The Internet and social media now give even the smallest military commander a global voice that exceeds that of the most powerful Roman emperor. Both recruitment and command-and-control now reach across continents and into the very deepest corners of the darkest imaginations. Advanced weaponry is readily available, inexpensively acquired, and will soon be manufactured by anyone with a computer and a 3D printer who wishes to produce it. Aerial surveillance capabilities superior to any available to the state militaries during World War II are now accessible to private individuals. Propaganda penetrates every border and prevents even the most powerful states from defining the martial narrative for their people.


  In Tragedy and Hope, Carroll Quigley observed that the power of the central state is inversely related to the amount of military power available to individuals. After a century in which the technological pendulum swung far towards the advantage of the state, it is apparent that the pendulum is swinging back towards the individual again, and swinging back rapidly.


  It is not only technological changes with military applications that have had the effect of reducing state military power. Cheap international travel, diversity regulations, multiculturalism, mass immigration, open borders, and generous welfare systems have resulted in heterogeneous populations of multiple and divided loyalties. Militants from nations as far apart as Germany and Malaysia have been seen fighting in Syria, while jihadists raised in Minneapolis have been killed in action in Somalia and Kenya. Carpet bombing is not much of an option when the enemy is as likely to be found in Dearborn or Paris or Tower Hamlets as Baghdad or Abbottabad or Sana'a. Naval supremacy means little in an era of free trade when the enemy owns no ships, and even air supremacy is of dubious value when the enemy refuses to line up in red-coated ranks on the battlefield to be mowed down from above.


  In the 21st Century, the very concept of the battlefield is outmoded. The battlefield is simultaneously everywhere and nowhere. The enemy is simultaneously everyone and no one. And war remains eternal.


  
    When He broke the second seal, I heard the second living creature saying, “Come.” And another, a red horse, went out; and to him who sat on it, it was granted to take peace from the earth, and that men would slay one another; and a great sword was given to him.
  


  
    —Revelation 6:3-4
  


  Insofar as we know, the End of Days are not upon us. But the end of the Pax Americana is rapidly approaching and it is readily apparent to every well-informed observer that War is preparing to mount his steed, and he will soon be once more riding that terrible red horse over the nations of men.


  The stories and essays in this collection, the first in what will be an annual military science fiction anthology series, are intended to explore the vital question that presently plagues the finest military minds on the planet. What is 21st Century war and how is it most effectively waged? Whatever armed force of the future can answer that question will become the most viable candidate to succeed the United States of America as Man's foremost military power.


   


  Vox Day


  Geneva, Switzerland


  December 7, 2014


  Editor's Introduction to:


  SUCKER PUNCH


  by Eric S. Raymond


  If you use a smartphone, if you browse online, if you’ve ever drawn money from an ATM, or if you’re a tanker, mechanized infantryman, Paladin gun bunny, or LAV crewman, you’ve probably used code written by Eric S. Raymond, popularly known as ESR. He even played a minor part in designing the Internet. I’m not sure of everything he’s done; I may have the clearance but I don’t have the need to know.


  Eric’s something of a polymath, being a hacker demigod, a martial artist, a musician with multiple recording credits, a libertarian who isn’t a nut about it, a New York Times bestselling author, and a military history buff who goes past buffing all the way to insight. He is one of the founders of the open source software movement, and on occasion, has even been known to commit wargaming.


  Though not by any means new to writing, Eric’s short story, “Sucker Punch”, is his first foray into “fiction”. I put fiction in scare quotes, however, because I fully expect to see something similar appear in the headlines the day after tomorrow. What he is describing, or something very like it, is likely to happen one day, and sooner than you think.


  SUCKER PUNCH


  by Eric S. Raymond


  USS Gerald R. Ford (CVN-78), June 19th, 2037, 1100 hours:


   


  It was roughly the tenth hour of what was almost immediately dubbed the Taiwan Straits Action, and the Red Chinese third wave—the one that would swamp Taiwan—was nearing an unopposed landing.


  The first wave had begun with a barrage of cruise missiles, overwhelming Taiwan's air-defense capability. It initiated with air-launched anti-radar missiles, continued with sea- and sub-launched missiles converging from all directions, and culminated with heavy ground-based missiles fired from as far away as Szechuan and Yunnan.


  The missiles cratered runways, scattered small anti-materiel and smaller anti-personnel minelets along taxiways, tore into hardened aircraft shelters, incinerated barracks (often with their occupants still inside) and blasted headquarters to ruins.


  The targeting was deadly accurate. Taiwanese counterintelligence had been outplayed; between the resentments of the small minority of Formosan indigenes against the Han incomers, the relative ease of infiltration from the mainland, bribery, and a handful of ideological traitors, the Reds had had little trouble developing networks of agents in place.


  Hard on the heels of the missile barrage came attack aircraft to finish what the missiles had started. They pounded brutally on airports and airfields outside the littoral zone bounded by the Gaoping and and Zengwun rivers. There, west of the central mountains, in the area centered on the port city of Kaohsiung, was where the second wave would land.


  That second wave put boots on the ground. Three innocuous-looking civilian freighters had docked a day before at Kaohsiung, each with a different non-Chinese registry. At the appointed time, out of them boiled a total of around seven thousand PLA marines. These elite troops seized intact the port facilities outside the devastated naval-base portion of Zuoying. Airborne and Special Operations forces began dropping around the edges of their perimeter, taking airfields and bridges. The largest single deployment was a reinforced regiment dropped as a blocking force at the town of Chishang, to interdict the east coast highway from Taipei.


  The third wave of the invasion, a huge flotilla of troop transports, container ships, breakbulks, and escort warships, had launched from Qanzhou and Xiamen at about hour five and was already a scant four hours from an uncontested landing in the PLA's lodgment area. There was very little doubt that the transport fleet contained sufficient regular line troops and supplies to ensure a swift and final conquest of Taiwan.


  There had been no declaration of war. Pressed on this point, Chinese diplomats blandly parried that they were merely subduing a rebellious province, not invading a sovereign nation. Initial surprise had been near total, but other than the ruse de guerre that landed the Marines the mainlanders made no attempt to conceal what they were doing from satellite surveillance. The People's Liberation Army struck Taiwan brutally, obviously, overwhelmingly, like the hammer of an angry god.


   


  Roughly four hundred miles NNE of Taipei in the Combat Direction Center of the USS Ford, Admiral Augustus Hatton was wondering when the other shoe was going to drop. And forcing himself not to pace the deck, because a worried-looking commander makes for a nervous crew.


  The CDC of an aircraft carrier, in the middle of a carrier strike group, is a hell of a place for the man in charge of it all to feel uneasy. CSGs are the most complex, sophisticated, and expensive collections of war machines ever fielded, with all but one tasked to protect the flattop at the center so it can dominate the surrounding seas with airpower.


  Hatton stopped for a moment in front of a monitor carrying a satellite view of the smoldering ruins of the Republic of China Navy, sunk at anchor or by cruise missiles reconfigured as destructors. One of the ships (Hatton couldn’t see any identifying markings but made it as a former Kidd-class), had tried to break out into open sea. A cruise missile reconfigured as a mine had broken the ship’s keel, split it in two, and let inrushing sea water capsize it before the crew had a chance.


  Hatton shook his head. He’d worked with the Taiwanese over the years, trained them, knew them, and liked them. He’d gone bar-hopping with ROC Navy officers as an ensign. He was pretty sure his roster of friends had dropped precipitously in the last ten hours.


  “Bastards!” he muttered savagely.


  “Worse than Pearl Harbor was for us,” came a soft southern drawl from Hatton’s left and behind him. “We had another fleet—good part of one, anyway—and were building more, fast, already. This was it for them. The only surface fleet of account that Taiwan has left is us. If they have us, I mean.”


  Hatton didn’t have to turn around. He recognized the voice of Fletcher Hanson, the captain of the Ford. Indeed, the admiral really didn’t want to turn around. With just the voice, it was easier to see in his mind’s eye the younger Hanson, a brand new plebe in a Dixie cup who, despite Hatton’s best Second Class efforts, had never lost his nerve or his smile.


  Fletch wasn’t smiling when Hatton did turn to face him. But at least he didn’t look worried.


  “I don't like it, Fletch,” Hatton said to his flag captain. “They've let us get too close without responding. If we launch now, we'll catch their transports in blue water.”


  “Sure enough. There some reason you didn't give the go order about five minutes ago?” asked the captain.


  The admiral and his flag captain had been friends since before plebe summer ended. They’d been friends, really, even before they knew they were. Later on, when open friendship was possible, they’d become Academy legends for their role in a number of notorious pranks. Army never did figure out how they got the mule.


  Hatton motioned his friend to an alcove where they could speak in semi-privacy. “I'm worried about what I'm not seeing,” he said in a low voice. “No attack subs trying to punch us out. No missile tracks coming at us. Their two at-sea carriers are out of theater, way the hell up near Elmendorf. Do you really suppose they're going to let us sail right into the straits of Taiwan and cap their transports without saying boo?”


  Hanson leaned against a bulkhead and crossed his arms, looking thoughtful. “Not after what they did to Kadena,” the captain said.


  Hatton winced. The F-22 base on Okinawa, tasked with first response to a cross-straits invasion, had been taken out by a combined cyberattack and cruise-missile-delivered runway cutters in the first hours of the war. These specialized weapons blew their way under concrete and then displaced huge slabs of it with subsurface explosions. Afterward, the airfield had been dusted with the same sorts of minelets they'd used so liberally on Taiwan. Kadena would be out of action for days.


  “Not that I'm ungrateful,” Fletcher continued, “but what I can't figure is why the body count was so low.”


  Hatton snorted. “The Chinese have always had a tendency to treat war with other nations as a crude sort of diplomacy by rougher means. What they like to do is spend the minimum force required to spank the opponent and get him to the negotiating table on their terms. They could have tac-nuked Kadena to take it out permanently; this way, they're signalling the President that they don't want a general war.”


  Captain Hanson nodded slowly, “That makes sense. Not like they can't pound Kadena again if they need to. And it would explain why they haven't sicced ASATs on our surveillance birds, too.”


  “Right,” Hatton said. “They want us to see what's going on. Intimidate us. Still…something's not right, Fletch.”


  “There's something we're missing here." He frowned. “I'll be in Combat Air Control. I want to take another look at the sat imagery.”


  Hatton entered the CAC with his hand raised to forestall salutes and acknowledgments. He wasn't entirely sure the intel officer on duty would have noticed if he'd been announced by trumpets; she was peering that intently at the master plot screen. From behind, he watched her reach out and tap one ship icon, then another. A distance line and a number appeared between them.


  Good for you, girl, he thought, hiding a smile. I think you may have spotted part of what's bothering me. He cleared his throat. She spun around, half-startled.


  “Sir…” she began hesitantly, and stopped.


  “Out with it, Commander Weller,” he said, less gruffly than he might have.


  “That Red formation…” she said. “It looks odd to me. The collection of transports around the missile cruiser carrying the flag makes sense. But the escorts are deployed farther out than I'd expect. And farther from each other than I'd expect. Most of them are hull-down from the flag, sir.”


  “Analysis, Commander?” he ordered.


  “It doesn't look like poor stationkeeping to me, sir. See how regular the escort ring is? And they're all Luyang IIIs, the newest class. This is doctrine,” she said. “This is planning!”


  “Planning for what, Commander?”


  “I wish I knew, sir,” she said. “Whatever it is, it's something we don't understand. And we don't have a solid weapons inventory for Luyang IIIs yet. Some of what we have is guesswork.”


  Which is another piece of my worries, he thought. But he said only “What do we know?”


  She scratched her nose. “Um. Much like the upgraded Luyang II-class. Six HQ-12 anti-air missiles, that's an upgrade of the -9. Eight YJ85 anti-ship missiles. 100mm main gun. They replaced the Gatlings on the Luyang II with a laser point defense a lot like the LaWS on our Zumwalt-class boats.”


  “Output?”


  “The received wisdom is that it's about 70kw, maybe two miles of range." Her eyes and posture added an implied commentary…Don't lean on that too heavily.


  “That's not impressive,” Hatton commented.


  “No sir,” she said. “And to round it off, torpedo tubes. Phased-array radar nearly as good as ours.”


  A notion stirred in the back of Admiral Hatton's brain. There was something about that weapons mix...but before he could complete the thought, his personal communicator chimed. Hauling the Navy-modified smartphone out of a pocket, he thumbed ACCEPT and replied. “Yes?”


  But no human responded. Instead the icon for a flash-priority incoming from CDRUSPACOM glowed on the screen. Hatton's eyebrows went up as he thumbed the icon. “STAND BY” glowed on the screen, before being replaced by the image of Hatton's commanding officer. And Admiral Campitelli did not look like a happy man as he returned Hatton's salute.


  “Shit flows downstream, Admiral Hatton,” he began. “Are you ready to engage the invasion fleet? Because I've got orders to push you.”


  “My ships and men are ready to fight, sir,” Hatton replied. “But I don't like the smell of things, Admiral. Either the Chinese Navy has developed a case of galloping incompetence, or they're not scared of us. I do not think they're incompetent, and would very much like to know why they're not scared."


  “Yeah,” Campitelli said. “Me, too. You're not the only one who can read a threat board. And sending their carriers to cover Alaska?”


  “Oh, I have that part figured, sir,” Hatton said. “Sitting on the great-circle route from Elmendorf takes our other wing of F-22s out of play. To get here they'd have to engage those carriers or fly wide around them. Either way, the extra fuel expenditure would draw their useful time on target down to about zip before they bingo.”


  “So, they want Raptors off the board, but they're not scared of the F-35s,” Campitelli said. “Do you have any idea why?”


  “Nossir," Hatton replied. “I'd like to gather more intelligence before I go in. Since you rang, I'm guessing I'm not going to have that luxury.”


  “Ask me for anything but time, Augie," said Campitelli. “Washington has gone nuts. The President's civilian advisers thought the Reds would fold quietly if we waved a big enough stick at them. Now they're panicking - even they can figure out that as of now, the Chinese government has gone too far to back down without massive loss of face.”


  “Lovely,” Hatton said. “And we can't temporize without losing face, either.”


  “Nope,” Campitelli agreed. “You know our treaty obligations. Our credibility as an ally is at stake here; if we don't step up, half a dozen Asian nations are going to figure they'll have no better choice than accepting Chinese hegemony on the best terms they can dicker for. And that's the best case. In the most likely ones, the Japs don't roll over and that leads to a Sino-Japanese war down the road.”


  “That's above my pay grade, technically, but I get it. You need me to go in, hard and fast and on the record.”


  “The Commander-in-Chief so orders,” Campitelli said with grave formality. “Full commitment, now. We're out of time. The OPORD text is attached. You can guess most of it. No nukes, all necessary force short of attacking the Chinese mainland, et cetera.”


  “Yes, sir,” Hatton said grimly, and saluted. “I'll have fast movers on top of that fleet in ninety minutes.”


  “Best of luck, Augie,” Campitelli said, returning the salute. “Out.”


   


  1240 hours:


   


  From an F-35's cruising height at 20,000 feet the ocean looks like wrinkled blue tinfoil. There's no sign of life anywhere but your squadron-mates, and since their planes are designed to be low-observable, even that can be very scarce. On long missions, the feeling of isolation induced by radio discipline can become so oppressive that action comes as a relief.


   


  “Blazer to Boss: Red Squadron reporting visual contact. Tin can, eleven o'clock far. Clear radar. We are proceeding.”


  “Scythe: confirming tin can eleven o'clock far. Clear radar.”


  “Moondog: second tin can, two-thirty far.”


  “Boss to wing, you are weapons free. I say again, weapons free. Try to save yourselves for the big girls.”


  “Red squadron, roger.”


  “Blue squadron, roger.”


  “Blazer: tin can, visual contact. And another. Boss, we can see four of them from here. No sign of transports yet. No bandits.”


  “Are they rolling out the welcome mat, or what?”


  “Transport, twelve o'clock! No lock yet.”


  “Hey. What are those flashes from the tin cans?”


  “Blazer: cool off. We're stealthed, and radar's clear. They've got nothing in the air that can hit us at angels twenty.”


  



  Blazer's plane disintegrated less than three seconds later.


  



  “HOLY SHIT!”


  “What the fuck was that?”


  



  Two Blue Squadron planes blew up almost simultaneously.


  “Got lock on a transport, missile away!” a Red Squadron pilot yelled triumphantly. Then his plane blew up too.


  



  Later, much later, it would be learned that the radar stealthing on the destroyed F-35s had not failed them. Airplanes are harder to hide in optical and IR frequencies than from radar; they were acquired by wide-field optical sensors on the escorts, then ranged and tracked by lidar from stealth drones orbiting above the Chinese fleet. The nature of the weapons that had killed them became apparent much sooner than that, however.


  There was near-panic in the Ford's CAC. Commander Weller chewed on a knuckle. What could be invisibly smashing their planes out of the sky? No radar traces...then she saw a console light flash in the corner of her eye, and understood.


  “Admiral Hatton! Sir!” She was so frantic she very nearly tugged at his sleeve. “Tell the wing to bug out! They're shooting them down with megawatt lasers!”


  “Shit…" the admiral muttered, thunderstruck. “Air Boss! Tell them to break off. Scatter! Sauve qui peut!”


   


  Four more planes were smoked on the way out.


   


  1410 hours:


   


  Admiral Hatton relaxed, infinitesimally, as the first bird of the ravaged wing caught its arrestor wire. Another wing had been scrambled to Combat Air Patrol and was orbiting the strike group's perimeter. No enemy was in sight.


  On the CAC's main screen, the PLA Navy's invasion fleet crept inexorably toward Taiwan. Admiral Hatton beckoned Commander Weller.


  “To the main conference room,” he said. “Whistle up Captain Fletcher on your comm. And ping Admiral Campitelli with a teleconference request, flash urgent.”


  “STAND BY” was glowing on the conference room's main display when they arrived. Admiral Campitelli appeared on screen just as the three officers were seating themselves.


  “Sir,” Admiral Hatton said, “It is my duty to report that eight planes from the Ford have been destroyed by the PLA Navy. The wing got one target lock on a transport and launched on it, but sat surveillance does not suggest the ship was damaged.”


  Campitelli's mouth worked as though he were struggling to find words. “What—the hell—happened out there?” he finally demanded.


  “We got sucker-punched, sir,” Hatton said. “They lured us in and…I'll let Commander Weller tell it, sir. She figured it out.”


  “I'm still guessing about some of it, Admiral, sir,” Weller said. “But here's what I think I know. The Chinese have had a breakthrough. They've figured out how to ship-mount optical lasers with an output in the 1.5 megawatt range. That's what you need to ablate the alloy skin on an airframe. Above Mach 1 it doesn't take much ablation before the drag on the wound will induce a catastrophic failure.”


  “If they knew they could punch out incoming air, why interdict our Raptors?” Camptelli asked. “Hmm. Could it be the difference in operational ceiling?”


  Welller nodded. “I suspect so, sir,” she said. “That, or the longer range of the F-22's targeting radar, or both. Their tactics suggest their laser targeting is good against planes, but not so solid against higher-speed missiles.”


  “Our pilots reported seeing bright flashes from the tin cans,” Hatton said. “We think that was small fractions of the beam energy scattering off low-level atmospheric moisture. They hid the upgrade in plain sight—point defence turrets our intel people had rated for two orders of magnitude less power!”


  “We can't do that. Dammit!” Campitelli said. “How can the Chinese do it?”


  “We're not sure, Admiral,” said Weller. “They may have figured out how to make their lasers that much more more efficient. Or they brute-forced the problem by ganging a bunch of them together, like our LaWS, and installing a nuclear reactor just to power the things. Or maybe both.”


  Captain Fletcher spoke up. “To me, Admiral, the biggest mystery is how they got the waste heat outboard. Thermal leakage from the weapons should have slagged the ships they were mounted in. Instead, when we reviewed sat imagery from the engagement…the sea around those ships was boiling hot.”


  “'And whether pigs have wings,'” Campitelli quoted. He looked very shaken. “That's it, then. We've got no way to stop them. As I read the clock, the transports will make landfall within the hour.”


  At that moment one of the room's auxiliary displays lit up. It showed a pale, strained face against the background of the CAC. “Sir!” the officer blurted, “you need to see this! I'm throwing the feed from the satellite overwatch onto another of your screens.”


  On another auxiliary display, a satellite view of the Chinese fleet appeared. It took a moment for Hatton's eyes to register that the sea under the transport group didn't look right. It was bulging. Terribly, silently, slowly, the ocean was heaving itself towards the sky, carrying the transports with it like so many swirling wood-chips.


  “Seabed nuclear detonation…” somebody whispered. “Cut Admiral Campitelli in on that feed now!” rasped Hatton. All four watched in horror as the crown of the bulge broke, upending ships and breaking them in pieces as casually as if they were matchsticks. Nor would there be any escape for the escort ring; they'd swamp in the outwash of radioactive water within minutes.


  The Taiwanese, it seemed, had their own sucker punch waiting.


  “Perfect conditions for it...” Weller was mumbling. “Shallow seabed; some of the blast energy reflected back up when the rock vaporized. Probably lower-yield than it looked like. Warhead on an AUV running low and slow. Tracked on the noise concentration from the transport engines. Yeah...not hard to duplicate, actually.”


  There was a long, long silence.


  Hatton stirred. “Taiwan is safe. But our world just ended.”


  “How do you mean that?” Captain Fletcher asked, though something weary in his voice suggested he was already beginning to understand.


  “All of this!” Hatton half-shouted, waving his arm at the ship around him. “It's done. Over. Now that we know the Red Chinese can build sky-sweeping lasers, we'll figure it out too. Then everybody will. Who'll build these huge expensive flattops when any navy can turn the air into a death zone?”


  “Expeditionary warfare.” said Weller, a two-word obituary.


  “Yeah, that's done too,” Hatton said. “Covert military sea-lift will survive, but overt invasion forces? No, Commander Weller, you've got that right. The Taiwanese just showed the way. They'll be blown out of the water, literally.”


  “Oh, crap, the bubbleheads just won…” Fletcher observed.


  “Yes, I'm very much afraid they have,” Admiral Campitelli put in from thousands of miles away. “Submarines are the only branch of the service the lasers can't touch.”


  “Branch of the service?” Hatton said. “Oh, no. Oh, no, Admiral, with all due respect, you are thinking too much like a sailor. Ask yourself what happens when megawatt skysweepers are deployed on land…


  Editor's Introduction to:


  UNDERSTANDING 4TH GENERATION WAR


  by William S. Lind


  Bill Lind has his friends and his enemies, his fans and his foes. That’s what comes with being someone who rocks the boat. An acolyte of the late Colonel John Boyd, Bill is the author of the Maneuver Warfare Handbook, along with more articles, columns, and papers than I can fit here, writing for the Marine Corps Gazette, Defense and the National Interest, and The American Conservative. He was also part of Colorado Senator Gary Hart’s military reform movement.


   


  You can agree with Bill’s conceptual framework or disagree. Me, I disagree with some points and positions, while agreeing with others. I probably agree more than I disagree. That’s just me, though, and men of good conscience can, after all, differ. There’s one thing, though, that I don’t think you can disagree with: brothers, sisters, the bloody boat needs rocking!


   


  Bill’s contribution here is “Understanding 4th Generation War”, a brief tour of the technological, technical, tactical and attitudinal changes in warfare from the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia to the current day. It’s worth reading in its own right and should spark in you the desire to read his On War as well as the upcoming 4th Generation Warfare Handbook, co-written with Marine Lieutenant Colonel Gregory A. Thiele, both coming to you from Castalia House.


   


  As for 4GW, itself, can we beat it? Bill doesn’t really directly get into that with the present piece, but, yes, we can. The problem is that the only way to beat it that we already know how to do involves things that bring to mind Lidice, Magdeburg, Carthage and Corinth. 4GW presents problems to us that would not have troubled a Caesar, a Scipio, or a Genghis Khan for a moment. Now we can become the civilization of a Caesar or a Scipio, the blood is in our veins and the memes in our hearts and minds. However, for anyone who prefers to live in a civilization that is not maintained by building mountains of skulls—presuming that’s possible, which is an open question at this point—we really ought to be concerned with meeting and defeating 4GW through means other than sheer genocide. I’d suggest, too, that the people with the greatest interest in our finding a way to defeat 4GW short of genocide should be, in fact, the practitioners of 4GW, the very people whose entire gene pools we may have to extinguish if we don’t find that solution.


   


  But I don’t think they’re either objective enough, or bright enough, to figure that out, so it looks we’re going to have to do it on our own.


  UNDERSTANDING 4TH GENERATION WAR


  by William S. Lind


  Rather than commenting on the specifics of the war with Iraq, I thought it might be a good time to lay out a framework for understanding that and other conflicts. I call this framework the Four Generations of Modern War. I developed the framework of the first three generations during the 1980s, when I was laboring to introduce maneuver warfare to the U.S. Marine Corps.[1] The Marines kept asking, “What will the Fourth Generation be like?” The result was an article I co-authored for the Marine Corps Gazette in 1989 entitled “The Changing Face of War: Into the Fourth Generation.”[2] Our troops reportedly found copies of the article in the caves at Tora Bora, the al-Qaeda hideout in Afghanistan.


   


  Modern Warfare


   


  The Four Generations began with the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, the treaty that ended the Thirty Years’ War. With that treaty, the state established a monopoly on war. Previously, many different entities had fought wars—families, tribes, religions, cities, business enterprises—using many different means, not just armies and navies. Now, state militaries find it difficult to imagine war in any way other than fighting state armed forces similar to themselves, even though two of those means, bribery and assassination, are again in vogue.


   


  The First Generation


   


  The First Generation of Modern War, war of line-and-column tactics, where battles were formal and the battlefield was orderly, ran roughly from 1648 to 1860. The relevance of the First Generation springs from the fact that the battlefield of order created a military culture of order. Most of the things that distinguish military from civilian—uniforms, saluting, careful gradations of rank—were products of the First Generation and were intended to reinforce the culture of order. The problem is that, around the middle of the 19th century, the battlefield of order began to break down.


  Mass armies, soldiers who actually wanted to fight (an 18th-century soldier’s main objective was to desert), rifled muskets, then breechloaders and machine guns, made the old line-and-column tactics at first obsolete, then suicidal.


  The problem since then has been a growing contradiction between military culture and the increasing disorderliness of the battlefield. The culture of order that was once consistent with the environment in which it operated has become more and more at odds with it.


   


  The Second Generation


  



  Second Generation War was one answer to the contradiction between the culture of order and the military environment. Developed by the French Army during and after World War I, Second Generation war sought a solution in mass firepower, most of which was indirect artillery fire. The goal was attrition, and the doctrine was summed up by the French as “the artillery conquers, the infantry occupies.” Centrally controlled firepower was carefully synchronized, using detailed, specific plans and orders, for the infantry, tanks, and artillery in a “conducted battle” where the commander was, in effect, the conductor of an orchestra.


  Second Generation war came as a great relief to soldiers, or at least their officers, because it preserved the culture of order. The focus was inward, on rules, processes, and procedures. Obedience was more important than initiative. In fact, initiative was not wanted because it endangered synchronization. Discipline was top-down and imposed.


  Second Generation war is relevant today because the U.S. Army and USMC learned Second Generation war from the French during and after World War I, and it remains the American way of war, as we are seeing in Afghanistan and Iraq. To Americans, war means “putting steel on target.”


  Aviation has replaced artillery as the source of most firepower, but otherwise (and despite the USMC’s formal doctrine, which is Third Generation maneuver warfare), the U.S. military today is as French as white wine and cheese. At the USMC desert warfare training center in California, the only thing missing is the tricolor and a picture of General Maurice Gamelin in the headquarters. The same is true at the Army’s Armor School at Fort Knox, Kentucky, where one instructor began his class by saying, “I don’t know why I have to teach you all this old French crap, but I do.”


   


  The Third Generation.


   


  Third Generation war, also a product of World War I, was developed by the German Army and is commonly known as blitzkrieg, or maneuver warfare. Third Generation war is based not on firepower and attrition but speed, surprise, and mental as well as physical dislocation. Tactically, in the attack, a Third Generation military seeks to get into the enemy’s rear areas and collapse him from the rear forward. Instead of “close with and destroy,” the motto is “bypass and collapse.” In the defense, it attempts to draw the enemy in, then cut him off. War ceases to be a shoving contest, where forces attempt to hold or advance a line. Third Generation war is nonlinear.


  Tactics change in Third Generation war, as does military culture. A Third Generation military focuses outward, on the situation, the enemy, and the result the situation requires, not inward on process and method. During 19th-century wargames, German junior officers routinely received problems that could only be solved by disobeying orders. Orders themselves specified the result to be achieved, but never the method. (Auftragstaktik). Initiative was more important than obedience. Mistakes were tolerated as long as they came from too much initiative rather than too little. And, it all depended on self-discipline, not imposed discipline. The Kaiserheer and the Wehrmacht could put on great parades, but in reality, they had broken with the culture of order.


   


  The Fourth Generation


   


  Characteristics such as decentralization and initiative carry over from the Third to the Fourth Generation, but in other respects the Fourth Generation marks the most radical change since the Peace of Westphalia. In Fourth Generation war, the state loses its monopoly on war. All over the world, state militaries find themselves fighting nonstate opponents such as al-Qaeda, Hamas, Hezbollah, and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia. Almost everywhere, the state is losing.


  Fourth Generation war is also marked by a return to a world of cultures, not merely states, in conflict. We now find ourselves facing the Christian West’s oldest and most steadfast opponent, Islam. After about three centuries on the strategic defensive, following the failure of the second Turkish siege of Vienna in 1683, Islam has resumed the strategic offensive expanding outward in every direction. In Fourth Generation war, invasion by immigration can be at least as dangerous as invasion by a state army.


  Nor is Fourth Generation war merely something we import, as we did on 9/11. At its core lies a universal crisis of legitimacy of the state, and that crisis means many countries will evolve Fourth Generation war on their soil. America, with a closed political system (regardless of which party wins, the Establishment remains in power and nothing really changes) and a poisonous ideology of multiculturalism, is a prime candidate for the homegrown variety of Fourth Generation war, which is by far the most dangerous kind.


  Where does the war in Iraq fit into this framework? I suggest that the war we have seen thus far is merely a powder train leading to the magazine. The magazine is Fourth Generation war by a wide variety of Islamic nonstate actors, directed at America and Americans and local governments friendly to America everywhere. The longer America occupies Iraq, the greater the chance the magazine will explode. If it does, God help us all.


  For almost two years, a small group has been meeting at my house to discuss how to fight the Fourth Generation war. The group is made up mostly of Marines, but it includes one Army officer, one National Guard captain, and one foreign officer. We felt somebody should be working on the most difficult question facing the U.S. Armed Forces, and no one else seemed to be.


  Group members recently decided it was time to go public with a few of the ideas it has come up with. We have no magic solutions to offer, only some thoughts. We recognized from the outset that the whole task might be hopeless; state militaries might not be able to come to grips with Fourth Generation enemies no matter what they do. But for what they are worth, here are some of our thoughts.


   


  Points to Ponder


   


  If America had some Third Generation ground forces capable of maneuver warfare, we might be able to fight battles of encirclement. The inability to fight battles of encirclement is what led to the failure of Operation Anaconda in Afghanistan, where al-Qaeda stood, fought us, and got away, suffering few casualties. To fight such battles we need some true light infantry that can move farther and faster on its feet than the enemy can, has a full tactical repertoire (not just bumping into the enemy and calling for fire), and can fight with its own weapons instead of depending on supporting arms. We estimate that USMC infantry today has a sustained march rate of 10 to 15 kilometers per day; German World War II line, not light, infantry could sustain 40 kilometers.


  Fourth Generation opponents will not sign up to the Geneva Conventions, but some might be open to a chivalric code governing how war with them would be fought. This is worth exploring. How U.S forces conduct themselves after the battle might be as important in Fourth Generation war as how they fight the battle. What the USMC calls cultural intelligence is of vital importance in Fourth Generation war, and it must go down to the lowest rank. In Iraq, the Marines seem to be grasping this much better than the U.S. Army.


  What kind of people do we need in Special Operations Forces (SOF)? We think minds are more important than muscles, but it is not clear all U.S. SOF understand this. One key to success is integrating troops as much as possible with the local people. Unfortunately, the U.S. doctrine of force protection works against integration and generally hurts us badly. A quote from the minutes of one of our meetings says, “There are two ways to deal with the issue of force protection. One way is the way we are currently doing it, which is to separate ourselves from the population and to intimidate them with our firepower. A more viable alternative might be to take the opposite approach and integrate with the community. That way you find out more of what is going on and the population protects you. The British approach of getting the helmets off as soon as possible may actually be saving lives.”


  What wins at the tactical and physical levels might lose at the operational, strategic, mental, and moral levels, where Fourth Generation war is decided. Martin van Creveld argues that one reason the British have not lost in Northern Ireland is that the British Army has taken more casualties than it has inflicted.[3] This is something the Second Generation U.S. military has great trouble grasping because it defines success in terms of comparative attrition rates. We must recognize that in Fourth Generation war, we are the weaker, not the stronger party, despite all our firepower and technology.


  What can the U.S. military learn from police officers? U.S. Army Reserve and National Guard units include lots of cops. Are we taking advantage of what they know?


  One key to success in Fourth Generation war might be “losing to win.” Part of the reason the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq are not succeeding is that our initial invasion destroyed the state, creating a happy hunting ground for Fourth Generation forces. In a world where the state is in decline, if you destroy a state, it is difficult to recreate it. Another quote from the minutes says, “While war against another state may be necessary, one should seek to preserve that state even as one defeats it. Grant the opposing armies the ‘honors of war,’ tell them what a fine job they did, make their defeat ‘civilized’ so they can survive the war institutionally intact and then work for your side. This would be similar to 18th-century notions of civilized war and contribute greatly to propping up a fragile state. Humiliating the defeated enemy troops, especially in front of their own population, is always a serious mistake but one that Americans are prone to make. The ‘football mentality’ we have developed since World War II works against us.’”


  In many ways, the 21st century will offer a war between the forces of Fourth Generation war and those of the Brave New World. Fourth Generation forces understand this, while the international elites that seek the Brave New World do not. The minutes read, “Osama bin-Laden, though reportedly very wealthy, lives in a cave. Yes, it is for security, but it is also leadership by example. It may make it harder to separate, both physically and psychologically, Fourth Generation war leaders from their troops. It also makes it harder to discredit those leaders with their followers.


  This contrasts dramatically with the Brave New World elites who are physically and psychologically separated from their followers by a huge gap. Even the generals in most conventional armies are to a great extent separated from their men. The Brave New World elites are in many respects occupying the moral low ground but don’t know it.”


  In the Axis occupation of the Balkans during World War II, the Italians were in many ways more effective than the Germans. The key to their success is that they did not want to fight. On Cyprus, the U.N. commander rated the Argentine battalion as more effective than the British or the Austrians because the Argentines did not want to fight. What lessons can U.S. forces draw from this?


  How would the Mafia do an occupation? When we have a coalition, what if we let each country do what it does best; for example, having the Russians handle operational art, the U.S. firepower and logistics, and the Italians the occupation? How could the U.S. Department of Defense’s concept of Transformation be redefined to come to grips with Fourth Generation war? If you read the current Transformation Planning Guidance put out by the department, you will find nothing on Fourth Generation war, indeed nothing that relates at all to either of the two wars we are now fighting; it is oriented toward fighting state armed forces that fight us symmetrically.[4]


  We asked, “Will Saddam’s capture mark a turning point in the war in Iraq?” The conclusion? Don’t count on it. Few resistance fighters have been fighting for Saddam personally. Saddam’s capture might lead to a fracturing of the Ba’ath Party, which would move us further toward a Fourth Generation situation where no one can re-create the state. It might also tell the Shiites that they no longer need America to protect them from Saddam, giving them more options in their struggle for free elections.


  However, if the U.S. Army used the capture of Saddam to announce the end of tactics that enrage ordinary Iraqis and drive them toward active resistance, it might buy us a bit of de-escalation. But I do not think we will be that smart.


   


  “Getting It”


   


  When it comes to Fourth Generation war, it seems no one in the U.S. military gets it. Recently, a faculty member at the National Defense University wrote to USMC General James Mattis, commander, 1st Marine Division, asking for his views on the importance of reading military history. Mattis responded with an eloquent defense of making time to read history, one that should go up on the wall at all of our military schools: “Thanks to my reading, I have never been caught flatfooted by any situation. It doesn’t give me all the answers, but it lights what is often a dark path ahead.”[5]


  Still, even such a capable and well-read commander as Mattis seems to miss the point about Fourth Generation war. He said, “Ultimately, a real understanding of history means that we face nothing new under the sun. For the ‘Fourth Generation of War’ intellectuals running around today saying that the nature of war has fundamentally changed, the tactics are wholly new, and so on, I must respectfully say, ‘Not really.’”


  Well, that is not quite what Fourth Generation intellectuals are saying. On the contrary, we have pointed out over and over that the Fourth Generation is not novel, but a return—specifically a return to the way war worked before the rise of the state. Now, as then, many different entities, not just governments of states, will wage war, and they will wage war for many different reasons, not just “the extension of politics by other means.” They will use many different tools to fight war, not restricting themselves to what we recognize as military forces. When I am asked to recommend a good book describing what a Fourth Generation world will be like, I usually suggest Barbara Tuchman’s A Distant Mirror: The Calamitous Fourteenth Century.[6]


  We also are not saying that Fourth Generation tactics are new. On the contrary, many of the tactics Fourth Generation opponents use are standard guerrilla tactics. Other tactics, including much of what we call terrorism, are classic Arab light cavalry warfare carried out with modern technology at the operational and strategic, not just tactical, levels. Much of what we are facing in Iraq today is not yet Fourth Generation war, but a War of National Liberation fought by people whose goal is to restore a Ba’athist state. But as that goal fades and those forces splinter, Fourth Generation war will come more and more to the fore. What will characterize it are not vast changes in how the enemy fights but, rather, in who fights and what they fight for. The change in who fights makes it difficult to tell friend from foe.


  A good example is the advent of female suicide bombers. Do U.S troops now start frisking every Muslim woman they encounter? The change in what our enemies fight for makes impossible the political compromises that are necessary to ending any war. We find that when it comes to making peace, we have no one to talk to and nothing to talk about. The end of a war like that in Iraq becomes inevitable: the local state we attacked vanishes, leaving behind either a stateless region (as in Somalia) or a façade of a state (as in Afghanistan) within which more nonstate elements rise and fight. Mattis is correct that none of this is new; it is only new to state armed forces designed to fight other state armed forces.


  The fact that no state military has recently succeeded in defeating a nonstate enemy reminds us that Clio, the patron goddess of history, has a sense of humor; she teaches us that not all problems have solutions.


  For those wishing to learn more about the intellectual framework I call the Four Generations of Modern War, some useful resources are available, chief of which is the 4GW Canon, a list of seven books which, if read in the given order, will take the reader from the First Generation into the Fourth.


   


  The 4GW Canon


   


  1) The Enlightened Soldier: Scharnhorst and the Militaerische Gesellschaft in Berlin, 1801-1805 by Charles E. White, (Praeger, Westpower, CT, 1989)


   


  Scharnhorst was the key figure in the Prussian military reform movement that rebuilt the Prussian Army after the disastrous defeat of 1806. Without Scharnhorst’s reforms, the German Army would probably not have been able to develop Third Generation war in World War I, more than 100 years later. This is a history not only of adaptation and innovation in the First Generation, but of the importance of ideas in war as well. When I taught a course on the canon for Marine captains at Quantico, one of them said to me, “This book explains why we are reading all the other books.”


   


  2) The Seeds of Disaster: The Development of French Army Doctrine, 1919-1939 by Robert A Doughty (Archon Books, Hamden, CT, 1986)


   


  This somewhat dry book is essential to understanding the US military today, because what we think of as “the American way of war” was copied wholesale from the French during and after World War I. Every American officer to whom I lent my copy said on returning it, “This is us.” The reader can skip much of the material on French Army organization; it is the Second Generation doctrine that remains alive today.


   


  3) Stormtroop Tactics: Innovation in the German Army, 1914-1918 by Bruce Gudmundsson (Praeger, Westport, CT, 1989)


   


  This is the definitive book in English on the development of Third Generation war by the German Army in World War I. By 1918, Blitzkrieg was conceptually complete, lacking only the means to overcome the defenders’ mobility advantage at the operational level, which is what the Panzer divisions provided in World War II. When I asked General Hermann Balck whether Blitzkrieg was developed mostly 1914-1918 or 1918-1939, he replied, “It was all 1914-1918.” Bruce Gudmundsson co-hosted the Modern War television show with me for several years; all his work is superb and you can probably still find his excellent “Tactical Notebook” series somewhere on the internet.


   


  4) Command or Control? Command, Training and Tactics in the British and German Armies, 1888-1918, by Martin Samuels (Frank Cass Publishers, London, 1995)


   


  This comparison of the Second Generation British Army with the Kaiserheer illustrates the differences between the Second and Third Generations.


   


  5) The Breaking Point: Sedan and the Fall of France, 1940, by Robert Doughty (Archon Books, Hamden, CT, 1982)


   


  In the 1940 campaign, the Second and Third Generations clashed head-on, and the Second went down to defeat in six weeks although the French had more and better tanks than the Germans. The crossing of the Meuse at Sedan by Guderian’s XIXth Panzer Corps and its subsequent turn toward the Channel was the decisive point, and this gripping book is the best on the subject. Several years ago I joined the US Army’s Quarterhorse Cav for a staff ride of XIXth Panzer Corps’ campaign through the Ardennes, and only when you see the terrain do you realize how great a risk the Germans took. You also note how, at one critical juncture after another, German junior leaders took the initiative while the French waited for orders.


   


  6) Fighting Power: German and US Army Performance, 1939-1945, by Martin van Creveld (The Free Press, NY, 1991)


   


  Martin and I are friends, and as I have told him more than once, this is his second-most important book. It compares the Second Generation US Army and the Third Generation Wehrmacht as institutions, showing the vast differences in institutional culture between the two generations. The Second Generation is inward-focused on procedures, processes, orders and techniques; it is highly centralized; it wants obedience, not initiative, and it depends on imposed discipline. The Third Generation is focused outward, on the situation, the enemy and the result the situation requires; it is decentralized in its decision making; it prefers initiative to obedience and it depends on self-discipline. The US military’s greatest shame is that it today remains a Second Generation force, despite the ready availability of books like Fighting Power that clearly show the superiority of the Third Generation. Why is it so out of date? Mostly out of sheer intellectual laziness.


   


  7) The Transformation of War by Martin van Creveld (The Free Press, NY, 1991)


   


  Though now more than twenty years old, this remains the best book on Fourth Generation war. As van Creveld says, what changes in the Fourth Generation is not how war is fought, but who fights and what they fight for. It works best to read this book after reading van Creveld’s The Rise and Decline of the State, which gives the history on which Transformation is based. Transformation is not only van Creveld’s most important book, it is also the most important book any serving officer can read. Any country whose officers have not read it is doomed to defeat, which may help explain why we are 0-4 against 4GW opponents.


   


  For those interested in navies, I would add an eighth book: The Rules of the Game by Andrew Gordon. The Royal Navy developed and institutionalized Third Generation war in the second half of the 18th century. The Rules of the Game is the story of how and why it lost it again in the 19th century.


  Editor's Introduction to:


  THIEVES IN THE NIGHT


  by Chris Kennedy


  Chris Kennedy, Commander (Ret.) United States Navy, spent twenty years as a Naval Flight Officer with almost thirty-three hundred hours of flight time between serving as a Bombardier/Navigator in the A-6E Intruder bomber and leading recon in the EP-3E Aries reconnaissance aircraft. He has something over 300 arrested carrier landings in the former. I don’t know about you, but that impresses the hell out of me. He served in the first Gulf War, in Intruders flying off the USS Dwight D. Eisenhower (CVN-69), and flew recon during the Kosovo War. He’s supported special operations in Europe, the Middle East, and Latin America. Chris retired in June, 2007.


   


  He’s also the author of five novels, including the Amazon bestselling series, The Theogony.


   


  Time for a little digression; indulge me. Whenever I begin to wonder if ICOTESCAS, the International Community Of The Ever So Caring And Sensitive, aren’t really just self-centered sociopaths, I find I can bring my mind back to reality by contemplating the issue of modern day African slavery. There are groups—Christian Solidarity International, for example—who raise money to “redeem,” which is to say, free, which is to say, pay ransom for, slaves held in Africa. The people in these groups seem to feel very good about themselves when they ransom a slave. And, as long as it makes them feel good to do so, I suppose they don’t feel the need to think about what they’re doing, or to realize that every time they do it, they make slave raiding more profitable, and increase the numbers of slaves taken.


   


  Oh, well, at least they’re not holding up idiot signs saying, “Free our girls” and posting them on Twitter. That’s something, I suppose.


   


  Commander Kennedy, on the other hand, being neither a self-centered, feel-good sociopath pretending to moral virtue, nor a posturing, well-connected, feminist fool holding up idiot ideograms, has a much better idea on how to address such situations. You might think of it as: “Anything worth doing is worth doing really well.”


   


  Enjoy “Thieves in the Night”.


  THIEVES IN THE NIGHT


  by Chris Kennedy


  February 25, 2017


   


  Boko Haram Kidnaps at Least 450, Kills 1,000 in Raid


   


  ABUJA, Nigeria—The Islamist terror group Boko Haram kidnapped at least 450 women and girls and killed over 1,000 people yesterday in an assault on the village of Wabumba, a local leader said Friday. The village is located northwest of the city of Gamawa in the state of Bauchi in northeast Nigeria, which has been the scene of numerous Boko Haram attacks in recent months.


  Only 37 citizens, many of them in critical condition, survived the attack by Boko Haram gunmen in which the entire village was burned to the ground, the source said. Although the raid and kidnappings occurred on Thursday, the details of the attack were slow to emerge, because previous Boko Haram attacks destroyed all of the area’s cell phone towers.


  The attack is the largest for the terror group since the abduction of an estimated 276 girls in an April, 2014 attack on a boarding school in Chibok in northeastern Nigeria. Dozens of the abductees later escaped, but more than 200 are still missing to this day and are believed to have been sold into slavery.


  Attacks in the state have grown in frequency and severity recently. A Boko Haram spokesman said the attack Thursday was to protest the Bauchi government’s failure to provide its monthly protection payment to the group.


   


  February 27, 2017


   


  A cloud passed in front of the moon, and 50 shadows slithered out of the Jamaari River, 200 meters west of the village of Jibugi, Nigeria. The figures moved like wraiths, silent and deadly, flowing forward to a copse of trees before the moon came out again. Master Chief John Rowntree was the first to make it to the cover of the trees. He checked his watch. 0200. Right on schedule.


  While the rest of the troops readied their weapons, Rowntree watched the tree line to the south. An infrared strobe flashed. Although he could see it with his goggles, it would have been invisible to the naked eye. After a pause, it flashed again, and he flashed his own strobe once in reply. Rowntree turned to the two soldiers standing on guard nearby. “Stevens, Cochran, go bring him in,” he ordered.


  The soldiers disappeared into the undergrowth. Members of the United States Naval Special Warfare Development Group, or SEAL Team Six as it was still known, the men had been chosen for their ability to move silently. A couple of minutes later, they reappeared with a man wearing camouflage in tow. They arrived at Rowntree’s position at the same time as his troop commander, Lieutenant Commander Bob Bringle.


  “Mr. Jones,” the newcomer introduced himself. But Rowntree knew the man’s name wasn’t Jones, or at least that wasn’t the name his parents had given him. Jones was a member of the CIA’s Special Operations Group (SOG). Responsible for covert operations that the U.S. government didn’t want to be associated with, SOG members had been awarded more Distinguished Intelligence Crosses than any other unit. If there was a more elite force than SEAL Team Six, it was the SOG, who got their pick of the best SEAL Team Six and Delta Force operators available. “Good to see you guys,” he added. “The village is only about 80 meters from here through the forest.”


  “Are the women still being held there?” asked LCDR Bringle.


  “Yeah, they’re in pens on the north end of town, although it looks like the terrorists are getting ready to move them,” Jones replied. “My teammate, Mr. Smith, is meeting up with the other two troops of your squadron to recover them.”


  “Good,” said Rowntree. “We don't have any signs from the First Lady telling the terrorists to bring back the girls, so perhaps a lead-jacketed message will prove more persuasive.”


  “My sentiments exactly,” said Jones. “How many men do you have?”


  “I’ve got Charlie Troop and a couple of extra snipers,” said Bringle. “We’ve got 20 total, plus you and Ben, our CAD. The other 30 men of the Gold Knights squadron are with our commanding officer for the recovery effort.”


  Jones nodded. He had expected them to bring a Combat Assault Dog. “That should be enough, as long as we can get in and out of town quietly,” said Jones. “The Boko Haram headquarters is about 50 meters inside a village of about 1,000 people. The town is small; it’s only about six blocks long north to south and five blocks wide east to west. Getting there will be easy; we can use these trees to cover our approach.”


  “What can you tell us about their defenses?” asked Bringle.


  “There are at least three technicals that patrol around the outside of the village,” said Jones, referring to the modified jeep-like vehicles, “as well as 10 or 12 sentries. There doesn’t seem to be a pattern to the guards; they just come and go at random. The technicals all have two or three men in them and a machine gun mounted to the back.”


  “.50 cal?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What about in town?” asked Rowntree.


  “It usually gets quiet by about 0200,” said Jones. “We haven’t seen a lot of movement after that, although it’s been a little busier since the last raid. Usually the Boko leaders take a girl from the corral and head to their houses sometime before then. The villagers don’t come out much after dark. They risk getting shot if they do. That actually works in our favor, as anyone that sticks their head out of a building is probably Boko Haram.”


  “So what’s the plan?” asked Bringle.


  “We’ve had stealth drones watching the town almost continuously since yesterday,” Jones said, “and it appears that Boko Haram’s leader, Abubakar Shekau, is in town, along with his two chief lieutenants, Buhari Akintola and Olajide Balewa. I’m going to lead you to the building where they are. We are going to terminate all of the terrorists in the building, recover any of the women that they’ve got there and then withdraw to the north, where we will link up with your commanding officer. We’ll then exfiltrate to the north-east where we will meet up with my guys and the trucks. We’ll load up the women, and then we’ll get the hell out of here.”


  “So you know where the leaders are hiding?” asked Rowntree.


  “Yeah,” said Jones. “It’s the only building in town that isn’t a mud hut. You’ll be able to see it before we even enter the village.”


  The radio crackled to life in LCDR Bringle’s headset. Mounted just forward of his ears, it used bone conduction technology to allow him to hear without putting plugs in his ears. “Knight 01, this is Shadow,” called an aviator on the reconnaissance aircraft orbiting high overhead. “Standing by with a situation report.”


  “This is Knight 01,” Bringle’s CO replied, “go ahead with your sitrep.”


  “There are several hundred high value units in some sort of guarded pen system on the north end of the village. The rest of the town is quiet; we’ve only seen a few people moving around in the last hour. There are manned sentry positions on the north, south, east and west sides of the village. All positions have 2-3 hostiles and a vehicle with a mounted machine gun. Over.”


  “Knight 01 copies all. Do you have a location on the primary target?”


  “Shadow hasn’t seen the primary target, but there were a lot of people coming and going earlier from the headquarters building. It looked like they were coming to report to someone there.”


  “Knight copies. We’re on schedule. Assault begins in one hour. Keep an eye out for us. Knight 01 out.”


  “Wilco,” replied the aviator, to indicate he would comply. “Shadow out.”


  “Okay,” said Bringle to Mr. Jones. “Everything’s on track. It’s almost 0230 now; we’ve got time to brief the troops and get into position. The assault begins at 0330.”


   


  “Stand by,” said the CO’s voice in all of the Gold Knights’ headsets. “On my mark. Three. Two. One. Mark.” Ten suppressed McMillan TAC-338 sniper rifles coughed quietly.


  On the west side of the village, the two sentries crumpled to the ground as the .338 Lapua Magnum rounds hit them. Stars blossomed in the window of the technical, and the two terrorists sitting in it died. Ten meters away, their machine gunner died quietly where he had gone to relieve himself.


  The five terrorists on the north end of town also died silently, although one wasn’t a clean kill, and he flopped around on the ground for a few seconds. The terrorist had been reaching for a cigarette just as the trigger had been pulled and he was fatally wounded rather than killed outright. But one of the sniper rifles coughed again, and the man stopped moving.


  LCDR Bringle watched through his four-tube night-vision goggles as the terrorists on the west side of town fell. “All right, Master Chief,” he said, “let’s go kill some bad guys.”


  Master Chief Rowntree gave the signal, and the assault force started forward, Ben in the lead. With a sense of smell 40 times greater than the humans, the Belgian Malinois could detect and identify explosives as well as hidden terrorists. Outfitted with his own night-vision goggles, Ben also had an infrared capability that let him see human heat forms through some walls.


  “Homey, Higgy, check the bodies,” Rowntree transmitted. Petty Officer Steve Holm and Petty Officer Michael Higuchi moved to comply.


  “Bad news,” transmitted Petty Officer Higuchi, looking inside the technical. “They have radios. We’ll have to hurry; at some point, they’ll be missed.”


  The assault force approached the village, all their senses on edge. Before they could reach the first mud hut, though, Ben alerted. Petty Officer Stevens, their explosive ordnance disposal expert, moved forward. “There’s some sort of IED in the middle of the road,” he said. “Stay to the sides and you’ll be all right.”


  The troop split in two to avoid the improvised explosive device and continued toward the village, reaching the first houses. The village was dark. There were no street lights, and electricity was still just a concept to the villagers. None of the windows they could see had any light showing through them.


  “Knight 02, Knight 01,” called the CO. “We have the package,” he said, indicating they had secured the corrals with the women in them.


  “Roger,” replied LCDR Bringle, Knight 02. “We are entering the village. All quiet.”


  The first ranks moved into town, staying to the sides of the dirt street. Typical of the area, the locals lived in mud houses with thatched roofs. All were single story, and most of them were only one or two rooms. Large iroko trees grew between every house or two, casting shadows that seemed to move in the moonlight.


  “Shadow, Knight 01,” the CO called. “Are you in communication with Taxi?” he asked, referring to the large open-backed trucks that were to take the women to the city of Gamawa once they reached the extraction point. Led by the other members of Mr. Jones’ group, the ten trucks were waiting several miles away where their motors wouldn’t be heard across the plains.


  “Knight, Shadow,” replied the aviator, “that is affirmative. They are waiting at the extraction point.”


  “Roger. Please let them know that we need them to rendezvous with us here. We have too many injured to evac.”


  “Roger, Knight 01, we’ll send them your way.”


  “Thanks, Knight out.”


  The troop advanced another block and arrived at the headquarters building, which sat on the west side of a small square. The building was obviously important, as it was the only one that was illuminated, the only one made out of modern building materials, and the only one that was two stories. Several vehicles waited out front, including two with mounted machine guns. Master Chief Rowntree could hear a humming from behind the house that was probably the generator powering the lights.


  A light flared in front of the building as a man lit a cigarette. The troop froze in the shadows.


  “Knight 02, Shadow, be advised the terrorists know something is on. The sentries at both the south and east ends just went to a higher state of vigilance. Movement! The technical at the east end of town just started up and is headed toward your position.”


  Shit, thought Rowntree. “Richardson, take the smoker in front of the building,” he ordered. “Jenkins, there’s a technical incoming from the east. Get ready to take it out. Snipers, be prepared to kill the occupants.”


  Petty Officer Jenkins could see the jeep coming through the night scope of his .50 caliber M82 Barrett rifle, and he focused on its engine block. The one sniper that Rowntree hadn’t used in the first attack, Jenkins was armed with a rifle was both anti-personnel and anti-material; it could easily penetrate the jeep’s hood and disrupt its motor.


  Rowntree heard a cough and saw the man in front of the building fall. The technical was now a block away, coming slowly through the dirt streets.


  “Standby…standby…now!” Rowntree said, and the snipers fired. The technical’s motor and occupants died at the same time, and it coasted unmanned toward one of the mud houses across from the headquarters building. Two of the SEALs ran forward and put shoulders to it, stopping it before it could crash into the house. They checked the vehicle’s occupants; all three were dead.


  Bang-Bang-Bang!-Bang!-Bang! A rifle on full automatic fired from one of the windows of the headquarters building, and bullets ricocheted off of the technical and whined into the night. Not all of them missed; one hit Petty Officer Higuchi, and he spun around and fell to the ground.


  Bang! Bang! Bang-Bang-Bang! A second rifle joined the first, and Petty Officer Evans dove behind the vehicle for cover.


  “They know we’re here,” said Rowntree. “Light ‘em up!”


  Twelve Heckler and Koch MP7 submachine guns returned fire into the building, along with several of the sniper rifles, and fire from the building soon ceased. Petty Officer Burton ran up to the building from the side and tossed a grenade through the broken glass of a window. “Fire in the hole!” he called as he ducked back around the side of the house. The grenade detonated, blowing out the remainder of the glass.


  Master Chief Rowntree scanned the buildings around the square and saw movement from several of them. “Alpha squad, take the building. Bravo squad, find cover and watch for terrorists in the nearby buildings and the streets. Rogers, rig the vehicles out front for demo. We’ll blow them when we leave.”


  A TAC-338 sniper rifle coughed. “Hostile down,” said Petty Officer Holm.


  Alpha Squad stacked at the front door of the building and indicated their readiness. “Fire in the hole,” called Petty Officer Parker, flipping a stun grenade through one of the broken windows. The flashbang detonated and Alpha Squad surged through the door. One MP7 fired a quick burst, and then it was quiet. As the squad moved toward the stairs they could hear rifle fire from outside the building, and they knew they needed to hurry.


  “Knights, Shadow, be advised they just called in the sentries. There is a technical inbound from the south and terrorists coming from the south and east.”


  Chief Petty Officer Bill Mayes, Alpha Squad’s leader, jogged to the stairwell and peeked around the corner, but withdrew his head as gunfire from above filled the stairway wall with holes.


  “Need a grenade here, Barnard,” said Mayes.


  As Petty Officer Barnard went to join Chief Mayes, Petty Officer Stevens and Petty Officer Rodriguez documented the men they had killed. Stevens pulled out his camera and tried to match the dead men’s faces with the known Boko Haram leaders, but didn’t find them. He snapped a picture of each corpse, while Petty Officer Rodriguez took DNA samples from the men for further analysis.


  “Angle a grenade up the stairs,” instructed Mayes. “There’s two of them at the top.”


  “Got it, Chief,” said Barnard. He leaned in and fired a 40mm grenade up the stairs with his M203 launcher.


  The grenade bounced off the wall and detonated. Mayes stuck his head into the stairwell, but neither man was visible at the top of the steps. Steeling himself, he said, “Let’s go!” and ran up the stairs, two at a time. Reaching the top, he saw that the two men were both wounded and stunned. He put a burst of 4.6mm rounds from his MP7 into each of them, and they stopped moving. A door slammed, and he looked up. There were only two doors on the hallway; the further one had just closed.


  Mayes indicated there was someone behind the second door. Watching it, he sent Barnard and Parker through the closer one.


  “Shit,” said Petty Officer Barnard, who was the first through the door. The room was small, just barely big enough to hold the two beds that were in it. A young woman was tied naked to each bed, and both women showed multiple signs of having been abused, in addition to being blindfolded and gagged. No one else was in the room. “I’ll cut ‘em loose,” said Barnard, who had first aid supplies in his kit. “You go help Chief.”


  Petty Officer Parker went back into the hallway and found Petty Officer Stevens and Petty Officer Rodriguez cataloguing the two dead terrorists. Stevens looked up. “Hey, Chief, it looks like these are Akintola and Balewa, the two lieutenants.”


  “Then that just leaves Shekau in the other room,” replied Chief Mayes. The men advanced to the other door. “Locked,” said Mayes after trying the handle.


  “Got it,” said Petty Officer Parker, pulling out a roll of detonating cord. He looped some around the door handle and along the door jamb. The men moved back and Chief Mayes nodded.


  Parker fired the detonator and the det cord blew off the door handle and blasted in the door.


  Chief Mayes led his troops to the door, gun at his shoulder, ready to fire. As he came around the corner, he spotted a man holding two women in front of him, a pistol to each of their heads.


  Seeing Chief Mayes, the man said something in his native language of Hausa, and then he added, “I kill, I kill!”


  “Not if I kill you first,” said Chief Mayes. He didn’t know whether Shekau was threatening to kill him or the two women; he also didn’t care. He fired once, putting a bullet through Shekau’s forehead. Both women screamed as Shekau fell backward.


  “Parker, take care of the women and get them downstairs. Stevens, Rodriguez, get him into the database and let’s get the hell out of here.”


  A new sound joined the gunfight out front. Until now, Mayes had only heard the sounds of the terrorists’ assault rifles; now a big machine gun joined the fight. It fired on full automatic with its distinctive “chunk, chunk, chunk, chunk, chunk” sound. “Someone’s got a .50 cal,” he said. “We better hurry.”


  Alpha Squad ran down the stairs. A second burst of machine gun fire followed the first, and then everything went quiet outside. Chief Mayes came out of the headquarters building to find Master Chief Rowntree standing in one of the terrorists’ vehicles, manning the .50 caliber machine gun mounted to it. A wisp of smoke trailed from the barrel as he tracked it back and forth across the surrounding houses. Two of the houses were full of holes and looked like they might fall down at any minute. The technical from the southern sentry position had crashed into a house across the square and was smoking.


  “We got Shekau and his two lieutenants,” said Chief Mayes, reporting in. “We also recovered a few more of the women; they were in bad shape.” He pointed at the machine gun. “Taking a little target practice?”


  “They didn’t realize how serious we were,” said Rowntree. “I just thought I’d show them.”


  “Shadow, Knight 02,” radioed LCDR Bringle from the cover of the next vehicle. “We are mission complete and headed to Knight 01’s position. What does the road look like between here and there?”


  “Knight 01 is three blocks north of your position,” replied the aviator. “We don’t see anything in between. I think they’re keeping their heads down after that last burst of .50 cal.”


  “Let’s go join the CO,” said LCDR Bringle. “Move ‘em out, Master Chief.”


  “All right Gold Knights, we’re not getting paid by the hour,” transmitted Rowntree. “Miller and Reid, you’ve got point with Ben. Let’s move.”


  The troop advanced up the north road. The two named petty officers led the way with the combat assault dog, one on each side of the street. Most of the able-bodied troops followed them, with the wounded in trail. In addition to Petty Officer Higuchi, who had been hit in the shoulder, Petty Officer Fields had a minor leg wound and Petty Officer Sparks had been hit in the arm. The bullet that hit Sparks had broken his right humerus and his arm was in a sling, so he was down to just the HK45CT pistol in his left hand.


  “Hey, Master Chief,” transmitted Chief Petty Officer Reese, who was in the trail position at the back of the formation, “they’re getting bold back here. Looks like they’re manning up the jeeps to come after us.”


  “Petty Officer Rogers, do something about that, would you?”


  “Sure thing, Master Chief,” replied Rogers. He pushed the button on his transmitter, and the three vehicles detonated.


  Chief Reese watched as the two terrorists that had been getting into the technical went cart wheeling through the air. “Disregard my last,” Reese transmitted, “I think they just changed their minds.”


  The troop reached the north end of town without seeing any more terrorists and joined up with the rest of the squadron. Almost all of the women and girls had been loaded into the trucks, which had arrived five minutes earlier. With the extra assistance, the loading process was finished in two minutes, and the trucks roared off to the east, where the sky was just starting to lighten.


  “Gold Knights, Knight 01,” said the CO, “fall back to our rendezvous point and prepare to depart.” The rendezvous point was in the trees, 100 meters to the west; the squadron was gathered within minutes.


  “You know, Master Chief, we’re like thieves in the night,” said Petty Officer Parker as he put on his flippers for the short swim downstream to the extraction point. He nodded back toward the village, where everything was once again dark and quiet. “No one’s going to even know we were here.”


  Master Chief Rowntree looked back at the village and shook his head. “No,” he said, “you’ve got it all wrong; we’re not thieves. It’s like that old Jimmy Buffett song. We ain’t stealing, we’re just taking back.”


  Editor's Introduction to:


  A RELIABLE SOURCE


  by Vox Day


  Vox has the distinction of being the first and, so far, only member of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America ever to be formally purged from that organization. I said “distinction,” and I meant “distinction,” and in the most positive way you may imagine. A man ought to be known by his enemies. Being named a public enemy by SFWA, a once-great organization now deep in the throes of the Social Justice Cultural Revolution and latter-day Great Leap Forward, a mental and moral sewer, an intellectual black hole, a vile and despicable den where calling a woman a “lady” constitutes capital thoughtcrime, says nothing but good about the enemy so designated.


   


  Vox is a Hugo-nominated science fiction author and the Lead Editor for Castalia House. He is also a professional game designer, a three-time nationally syndicated columnist, a three-tongue polyglot, and the co-founder of the techno band, Psykosonik, which has four Billboard Top Forty Club Chart hits to its credit.


   


  Although we’re officially co-creators, Riding the Red Horse is more Vox’s brainchild than mine. He brings to this first volume “A Reliable Source”, a frightening glimpse into a future all too probable. Indeed, that future becomes more probable, shading towards the inevitable, with each passing day. It was perhaps already present in the form of my old Arabic instructor, Ali Abdel Saoud Mohamed, former Egyptian Army officer, former US Army Sergeant, and all-around helluva nice guy when he wasn’t engaged in things like trying to blow up the old World Trade Center.


   


  When I start explaining the principles of war, and discuss my own suggested additions to those principles, think about “Shape” in relation to the world of “A Reliable Source”, a place where there is no longer shape, where everything is an amorphous blur, a place where the threat is everywhere, and where there is neither security nor sanctuary. For anyone.


  A RELIABLE SOURCE


  by Vox Day


  Even with the drone's high-resolution camera, the streamed video appeared blurry at the edges on the massive high-definition screen in the middle of the Operations Center. The GPS coordinates across the bottom were sharp and clear, however. Just moments ago, three men exited the building over which the camera sights had been hovering and climbed into a white Jeep Grand Cherokee that was parked near the side entrance. No sooner had the third man closed the rear driver-side door than the vehicle disappeared in a flash of bright light, followed by a billowing cloud of white smoke.


  “Bang, you're dead,” a young 2nd lieutenant cried exultantly.


  “Settle down, Wexsler,” barked Captain Hainesworth. He glanced at Ronald, who was too busy frowning at some notes he'd marked on legal pad from an earlier briefing to have noticed the lieutenant's outburst. “Sorry, Colonel.”


  “What's that?” Colonel Ronald M. James, Wing Commander of the 111th Fighter Wing, wasn't paying attention. “That's a confirmed kill. No question concerning the identities of the three targets?”


  “None whatsoever, Colonel. We had solid intel from NSA.”


  “Very good, Captain. Who was flying?”


  “Major McGinness was the pilot, sir.”


  “A nice clean kill. No collateral damage. That's what I like to see.” Ronald scribbled a brief note on his pad, reminding himself to review the After Action Report and put the captain in for a medal. He was overdue. “Tell the major I said as much.”


  “Of course, Colonel.”


  The three militants never had a chance. The MQ-13 Grimm could carry 1,500 pounds of ordnance, which usually took the form of GBU-42 PLH bombs and AGM-117 Hellfire III air-to-ground missiles. It was also equipped with a pair of mini-ATAS missiles and an XM-2 autofletchette for defense against enemy drones. It could stay in the air for 96 hours, floating patiently high above its unknowing targets, waiting until the right opportunity presented itself.


  Judging by the size of the explosion, the white vehicle had been taken out by a Hellfire. And just like that, Ronald could scratch two more names off the Pentagon's list of most wanted militants. Which was certainly timely, considering his meeting in Washington this afternoon; being able to report the kills in person to the Commander of Strategic Air-To-Ground Operations, more commonly known as SATGO, would be one more checked box on his eventual ticket out of Willow Grove. The mission had actually been completed several hours ago, before he'd even arrived in the op center, but he'd wanted to personally review the recording before he departed in case he was asked any questions about it.


  Not that he minded life in the suburban Pennsylvania town. Jennifer enjoyed its proximity to the civilized amenities of Philadelphia and the public schools were a damned sight better than they'd been on his last two assignments. Bruce was the proud third-string defensive end on the junior high football team and Michaela was active in gymastics as well as some sort of knitting group, if he understood correctly.


  But the fact was that the 111th Fighter Wing was a National Air Guard unit, not a proper Air Force unit, its manned aircraft had been permanently grounded seven years ago, and an air base located out in the middle of suburban Pennsylvania was no place to win a general's stars. He'd made full bird four years ago and leaped at the chance to command the UAV base established there because he knew drones were the future of air combat. But since then, he'd learned that the promotions and plum assignments were still mostly going to the traditional flyboys commanding bomber wings and the sort of fighter wings that still had real planes and pilots.


  Tradition was always hard to overcome. But things were changing. The 111th now had 25 Reapers and 10 Grimms in the place of the A-10 Thunderbolts it had once flown, and had used them to rack up more confirmed kills in the last year than any traditional fighter wing in the Air Force. Targeted drone strikes might be considerably less glamorous than high-altitude bombing or dogfighting, but no one could deny that they were a damned sight more useful these days in light of the understandable reluctance of the Red Chinese, the Russians, or anyone else to challenge American air supremacy.


  And under his command, the 111th boasted the third highest kill rate per mission of the 72 drone bases around the country. Perhaps more impressively, his operators had only lost one bird, an old model Global Hawk that was hacked and diverted by unknown parties while flying over Ghana. Ronald assumed it was the Chinese, since no one ever took credit for the exploit and neither the Iranians nor the jihadists were inclined to keep their mouths shut whenever they seized a drone.


  “Sir, your plane is ready,” a lieutenant informed him.


  He nodded. “Remind Bart that I won't be back until Monday, Eric.” Bart was Colonel Corbett, the wing's Vice Commander and Ronald's second-in-command.


  “Will do, Colonel. Have a safe trip.” Captain Hainesworth saluted crisply and Ronald acknowledged it. He stopped by his office long enough to slip the legal pad into his attache, tucked his lid under his arm, and made his way out to the tarmac. One benefit of commanding an Air Force base, even if it was a fighter wing without any fighters, was having ready access to air transportation.


  The T-6A Texan II, one of the base's two trainers, was already warmed up and waiting for him. The Beechcraft was no speed demon, but it would get him to Fort Drum before he would even have been able to board a commercial flight in Philadelphia. His garment bag was already stowed underneath, so he gave the pilot, a captain by the name of John Hallowell, a thumb's up as soon as he was strapped in.


  Ronald would have preferred to fly himself, but these flights were too good an opportunity to see how the younger officers comported themselves to pass up. And it was nice to relax in the back seat, knowing that no one would ambush him with questions or urgent matters requiring immediate resolution. The skies were clear, the takeoff was smooth, and Hallowell proved to be pleasantly taciturn. They had barely reached cruising altitude before Ronald fell asleep.


   


  Fort Drum was considerably busier than Horsham and its security was much tighter. Once they were on the ground, he and Hallowell were met by a pair of muscular infantrymen, who escorted Ronald to a black Suburban that ferried him to an unexpectedly beautiful cream-colored mansion featuring four massive white pillars in the front. There he was greeted by an Army colonel, his garment bag was collected by a lieutenant, and he was shown into a well-appointed, high-ceilinged meeting room in which there were eleven officers wearing the uniforms of four different service branches.


  There were four other Air Force men, one general and three colonels, five Army generals, one rear admiral, and a short Marine general who looked rather like the bulldog that served as his Corps's mascot. He didn't recognize most of them, but he knew they were his counterparts, commanders of various drone bases from Florida to Alaska.


  “There's the man of the hour!” General William Norstad, commander of SATGO, was a tall man whose broad shoulders bore three stars apiece. “Colonel James, allow me to be the first to congratulate you. And someone get this man a beer!”


  “Thank you, General.” James smiled at the blank looks on the faces of the men from the other three forces. “We had some first-rate support from the intelligence community.”


  “Earlier this morning, a Grimm pilot under Colonel James's command terminated with what can only be described as extreme prejudice both Aden al-Muhajir and Osama al-Ansari, numbers twelve and eighteen on our priority list.”


  “Just doing our job, General.” The officers with their hands free clapped, others raised their drinks in salute. Three more officers arrived, including another Air Force general, and they, too, came over to congratulate James and shake his hand as the reason for the celebratory mood was explained to them.


  However, once all sixteen of the invited commanders were present, Norstad's face grew more serious and he urged them all to take a seat and get comfortable.


  “I'm sure most of you are wondering what the purpose of this interservice conclave is. As I expect you will have worked out by now, all of you command drone bases located on U.S. soil. As it happens, you represent sixteen of the twenty-five most effective drone commands in terms of kill-to-mission ratio. I think it speaks well of the armed forces that each branch is represented here today; it appears excellence in unmanned flight operations is not limited to the U.S. Air Force!”


  There were a few groans at this, but in light of Norstad's compliments, the officers from the other service branches were inclined to let the little dig go.


  “However, the nature of war is such that no success long goes unremarked by the enemy. As with the laws of physics, for every action there is bound to be a reaction of some kind. In the last four years, our drones have successfully targeted over fifty-six hundred enemy combatants and proven to be our most effective weapon in the ongoing effort against terrorists and militant extremists around the globe. So, it is not surprising that the enemy appears to have embarked upon a new strategy, one that involves attacking our drone pilots and sensor operators here in the United States of America!”


  There was more than a little murmuring at this, but James exchanged a glance with the Marine general, who nodded at him, his face showing absolutely no surprise. Had the Marines lost any pilots, or was this simply the Corps's storied stoicism in action?


  “In the last six months, fourteen drone pilots and three sensor operators have been found dead in circumstances ranging from deeply suspicious to seemingly innocuous. In addition, eight non-flying staff officers have either been murdered or committed suicide, inexplicably in the case of the latter. These deaths fall within the range of statistical probability, athough they are on the high side, and none of them show any overt signs of being the result of terrorist activity. Moreover, the 25 deaths were spread out among twenty different bases, which is why no one recognized the pattern until there was a reason to go looking for it.”


  “What sort of reason was that, General?”


  Norstad smiled grimly and turned to face the Army general who'd asked the question. “Two weeks ago, the National Security Agency contacted SATGO with regards to intel it harvested from a social media site. We were informed that a YouTube channel was being used by a militant branch of Parisian jihadists to disseminate coded messages in retro music videos, hiding their communications in plain sight. Apparently single frames consisting of one letter were being inserted into the videos, which were invisible at a normal 24 frames-per-second rate, but allowed the viewer to read the message when the video was slowed down.”


  “Are you're saying that a connection between some of these deaths and the YouTube videos has been established? Or is this just civilian conjecture?” The admiral from Pax River sounded skeptical.


  “All the videos associated with that channel have been analyzed. They contained direct references to eighteen of the twenty bases previously mentioned.”


  And with that, the room fell into stunned silence. Norstad nodded. “We are no longer the predators, gentlemen, we are now the prey. In consultation with the NSA and the FBI, SATGO is in the process of developing an enhanced security protocol for all drone bases, foreign and domestic, with a particular emphasis on the bases deemed to be at the greatest risk. I assume you grasp, gentlemen, that your own bases are most certainly among those most likely to be targeted.”


  “How many of those twenty bases that have already been hit are represented here, General?”


  Norstad gave the Marine general a tight smile. “Twelve of them, General. Twelve of them.”


  That provoked a mild uproar of protest and disbelief. “That's not possible!” “It was a car accident!” “The coroner's report was inconclusive!” Norstad quelled them by raising his hand.


  “You see what we are up against. Even when faced with circumstantial evidence of enemy action, you find it hard to believe. Now, perhaps there are some elements of coincidence in play here, but the FBI, with the assistance of both CID and NCIS, is investigating each of the 25 cases and will do its best to either confirm or reject the apparent connection between the militants' videos and the deaths of the base personnel.”


  James was wracking his brain to see if he could recall any deaths among the service personnel at Horsham. One staff sergeant had been in a fairly serious car accident, but it wasn't a fatal one. And he certainly hadn't lost any pilots or operators, they were woefully understaffed and losing one would have not only forced him to reschedule the flight roster, but cut down on the number of missions they were flying. No, he concluded, his command was not among the twelve that had been—may have been—targeted.


  Even so, it was a frightening thought. As a consequence of viewing hundreds of hours of camera footage filmed over cities from Accra to London, he knew much better than most how the militants moved invisibly through the innocent crowds at will. And while it might be a little harder to infiltrate a predominantly white suburban community like Willow Grove than the banlieues of Paris, Willow Grove was only twenty miles away from Philadelphia and neighborhoods where an African jihadist would attract considerably less attention from the average resident than James himself.


  The rest of the conclave consisted of a brainstorming session concerning how they could beef up security for their personnel, how much information could reasonably be released to both personnel and public without causing unnecessary panic, and an idea for an interservice line of communications for reporting any incidents that might indicate militant activity was outlined. But they all knew they were doing little more than whistling through the graveyard. As the shootings at Fort Hood, Quantico, and the Navy Yard proved, it was impossible to eliminate the dangers posed by a determined killer.


   


  Two hours later, James was offered a ride back to his plane by General Norstad, who had his own plane on standby.


  “You kept your thoughts to yourself in there, Ron,” the general observed.”


  “It's not that I'm not grateful for the warning, General. I'm just dubious that we'll be able to do much more than pick up the pieces afterward.”


  “You're right. In fact, several members of my staff were very strongly of the opinion that we should simply leave you all in the dark. But my thinking is that if there is a solution to be found, the sort of men who were in that room are the men most likely to find it.” He met James's eyes and nodded. “I asked you to ride along for a reason. First, to tell you to call me Bill. I think we're going to be working together more often in the future and you may as well get used to it. Second, I want to ask you if you think you're ready to keep more than 35 birds in the air.”


  “Sir?”


  “Jim Cooper will be on the next general's list. He's moving on from Creech to a command in Europe six weeks from now. That means the 432nd Wing is in need of a commander.”


  James blinked, astonished. The 432nd was the Air Force's premier UAV wing, with five times more drones than the 111th and nearly 500 aircrew members. It wasn't so much a step up as a great leap forward. “You want to give me the 432nd?”


  “I think you're the man for it, Ron. However, there's just one catch.”


  Of course there was. “What's that?”


  “I want you to head up that interservice communication system we discussed. Nothing official, you understand. If we try to make it formal then it will wind up having to go through the Joint Chiefs and it will be two years before anyone can tell anyone else what he had for breakfast. But a regular flow of scuttlebutt between base commanders about any car accidents or steel-jacketed lead overdoses, with someone keeping notes, might be extremely useful if our friends at the NSA happen to be correct about the opfor bringing the battle to us.”


  James nodded. It made sense. And he understood the reason for the catch too. A pissant colonel on a National Air Guard base didn't have the juice to be at the center of that sort of informal network. But the commander of the 432nd undoubtedly did. And if he didn't screw up, there was every chance that he'd get his star sooner rather than not at all.


  He took a deep breath. “I'll be glad to do it, Bill. If you think I can do it, then I'm your man.”


  The general extended his hand and smiled. “I don't think you can, Ron. I know you can.”


   


  “How was your meeting, honey?” He didn't know if it was his good mood or not, but Jennifer was looking particularly vivacious in her t-shirt and jeans as she greeted him in the kitchen.


  “It was… interesting. They have unusual opinions on base housing, to say the least. How do you feel about Nevada?”


  “Nevada? I don't know that I've ever thought about it.” She frowned. Then her eyes widened. “You don't mean Creech!”


  He grinned. “That's exactly what I mean.”


  “Oh, honey!” She leaped into his arms. “That's wonderful!”


  He laughed, and carefully disengaged himself from her. “It's not official yet. And it doesn't necessarily mean I'll make flag rank.”


  “But it means you probably will?”


  “If I don't manage to screw up by dropping a Hellfire on Windsor Castle or something, yeah, I probably will.”


  “Ha!” she exclaimed and kissed him enthusiastically. “I told Bonnie you'd get your first star before Robert did.”


  “It's not a competition!”


  “Don't be silly, Ron. Everything is a competition. Especially among military wives. You have no idea how many condescending women were reassuring me after you took this command instead of staying on at Beale. What unit are they giving you?”


  “The 432nd. It has 245 birds, and 488 pilots and operators. Another 350 maintenance personnel, plus the usual catalog of contractors. It's a pretty big step up from here. Bigger than I'd anticipated, to be honest.”


  “Wow,” she marveled.” She pounded his chest with her open palm. “This calls for a celebration, Colonel James! How do you feel about steaks?”


  “I feel very strongly that they should be preceded by a bottle of beer,” he said, opening the refrigerator. “Possibly two. And, by the way, not one word to the kids, not until it's settled. I don't want to upset them in case it turns out to be a false alarm.”


  “Oh, God,” she said, “the kids! Bruce will be all right now that the football season is over, but Michaela will be devastated!”


  “She'll be all right,” James reassured her. “She's a tough kid and this is hardly the first time we've moved.”


   


  It was ten days before his official notification was scheduled to arrive. He and Jennifer had done what they could to prepare the children for the possibility that they would be leaving Willow Grove, but any guilt that he felt over uprooting them again was drowned out by his excitement at the challenge of overseeing up to twenty missions per day. He'd reviewed as much material from Creech as he could quietly obtain from his various connections around the Air Force, and from what he'd gleaned, both on and off the record, was that the former Colonel Cooper's methods left a good bit of room for improvement. The 432nd's kill-to-mission rate wasn't bad for such a large operation, although it was less than half that of the 111th, but it soon became clear that Cooper was a bit of a cowboy who wasn't terribly averse to collateral damage.


  James winced as he read about a school in Kurdistan, a church mistaken for a mosque in Nigeria, and a blue-on-blue incident that took the lives of three Marines in Iraq. Such incidents were tragic, but worse, they were absolutely unnecessary. It was clear that a little patience on the part of the pilot would have sufficed to avoid each of the three incidents. Such failures, he knew, were down to the commander and the atmosphere he'd constructed. And although it was painful to review the details of the various collaterals, the mistakes did give him confidence that he would be able to prove worthy of General Norstad's trust and improve the unit's performance.


  He was being driven home from the base by Mike Hernandez, his driver for the last three months, when he noticed that the car was not traveling on its customary route. He looked out the window, a little confused as to why the corporal had turned off the main road, and didn't recognize the neighborhood.


  “What's going on, Corporal.”


  “Traffic detour, Colonel,” Hernandez answered, his eyes never leaving the road.


  That made sense, James thought, although he hadn't noticed any of the customary orange signs. But he began to grow suspicious that something was amiss when Hernandez abruptly pulled into an elementary school parking lot without warning. The lot was empty except for a white Ford, against which a short, slender man wearing a Phillies cap was casually leaning.


  “Mike?”


  “This man wants to talk to you, Colonel. I understand it's very important.”


  “What the hell is this, Mike? I don't give a damn what he wants–”


  For the first time, Hernandez turned to look into the back seat and James recoiled from the unexpectedly arrogant look in the man's dark eyes. “Shut your mouth, Colonel. Now, get out of the car and talk to the man. He's waiting for you.”


  For the first time, James felt the cold sensation of fear enter his body. What was wrong with Hernandez? Had he been subverted? It was worrisome, but somehow, this didn't feel like an assassination attempt. He took a deep breath, then opened the door and stepped out of the car. Hernandez got out too, but he did not follow.


  The man wearing the baseball cap smiled and held up a tablet. He was dark-skinned and handsome, with hawkish features. “Good evening, Colonel. You will excuse the interruption, I hope. I have something to show you, Colonel. You will find it of interest, I think.”


  “All right. Who are you? What's your name?”


  “You can call me David.” The man tapped the tablet. “Here, have a look.”


  James glanced at the image on the screen and froze. It was a picture of Bruce at football practice, and judging by the angle, it had been taken from inside his school.


  “Go ahead, just flick your finger across it. It's a touch screen. I'm sure you know how they work.”


  His heart in his mouth, James flicked past one, two, three, pictures of his children as they went about their day. Four, five, six. There were pictures at school, at the mall, and even in their back yard. Some were as recent as last week.


  “Are they…” he couldn't bring himself to finish the sentence. “Did you–”


  “Your children are perfectly safe, Colonel. For the moment. However, there is one more thing you need to see.” He took back the tablet from James's nerveless hands and tapped it a few times. “There. Have a look.”


  James knew what it was at once. He had seen too many live videostreams not to recognize one now. It was Jennifer in the kitchen, engaged in making something that involved her mixing bowl. Cookies, most likely. The image was shaking slightly; it was being shot with a handheld camera.


  “We are rather less well-equipped than your fine United States Air Force,” David said. “But you are a fighting man, for all that you fight like a coward from on high. You know a bullet will kill as effectively as a bomb. It is poetic justice, is it not? You watch us from afar, we watch you from very close by.”


  James stared at the image of his wife, who appeared to be singing cheerfully along with the radio. “You don't intend to kill me. Or her. You want something from me, don't you.”


  David smiled. His teeth were very white against his skin. He was clearly of Arab descent, although his accent appeared to indicate that he was a native French speaker. Algerian, perhaps?


  “We just want you to do your job, Colonel. That's all. Every now and then, and not so often that it will draw attention to you, you are going to receive intelligence. Reliable intel, very solid intel, complete with names, dates, times, and GPS coordinates. All that is required of you is to do your job and ensure that the package is delivered in a timely manner.”


  “The package?”


  “Don't play stupid now. The bomb. The missile. The bolt of lightning that falls from above and deals death to the innocent and the guilty alike. We will choose the target. And you, you will simply do your job.”


  “If I refuse, you will kill my wife.”


  David spread his hands. “We will start with her, at any rate. Do you see my friend here?” He pointed to the man in the driver's seat.


  “Yes.”


  “He is waiting to send a text message. If I tell him you will cooperate, you will go home to your pretty blonde wife. If you do not agree to cooperate, you will go home to her corpse. There is another man accompanying the man with the camera. He has a rifle. You have a choice, Colonel. You will agree to do as we demand or she will die right now.”


  James closed his eyes. It was one thing to give your life for your country. He was willing to do that. But his wife? She had taken no oath except to love, honor, and obey him. And it would not end with her. These monsters would only target his children next. He realized his only option was to play along, just for the time being.


  “All right. Don't hurt her! I'll do what you want.”


  “Swear it,” David demanded.


  “I swear,” he lied.


  “Swear it by your Christian god!”


  “I swear it, damn you,” he hissed. “I swear it by God! I swear it by everything!”


  David relaxed and nodded in a friendly manner. “Very good, Colonel. Very wise. You shall hear from us in time.”


  “How will I know it is you?”


  David flashed his white teeth again, leaving James with no doubt who was the predator and who was the prey. “Oh, you will know, Colonel. Have no fear. You will know. But I warn you, do not listen to Shaitan's whispers, do not be tempted into thinking you can fool us.”


  “It's not going to work!” James protested.


  “Of course it will work, Colonel James. You wish to kill terrorists, do you not? We will give you your terrorists on a silver plate. They will be bad men, very bad men, exactly the sort of men you are already seeking to kill. And what is the enemy of one's enemy, but a friend?”


  “Friends don't threaten their friend's families!”


  “If you do as you should, your family will come to no harm at all.” David's eyes narrowed and grew cold. “But when tomorrow comes and you wake with your wife sleeping soundly beside you, when you begin to think of this moment as nothing more than a bad dream, when you think to confess everything to your superiors and hide behind the walls and guns of the U.S. military, remember who picked you up at your home in the morning and who drove you back again at night. Remember what uniform he wore. We are everywhere, Colonel. We are in your bases and in your homes and in your schools, and there is nowhere you can hide that we cannot reach.”


  He indicated Hernandez. “When we leave this parking lot, Miguel Hernandez will cease to exist. But there will be other Miguels, here, in Nevada, and in every place you go after that.”


  “You know about Nevada?”


  “Of course, Colonel. You are a precious asset to us. You are the sword with which we will smite our enemies. Your every breath is of great interest to us.” With that, David snapped the tablet cover shut, and beckoned to Hernandez, or whatever his name truly was. “So keep your mouth shut and do your job, Colonel, and all will be well with you and yours. Peace be upon you.”


  He got into the passenger seat of the white car and the driver started the engine. As he walked past James, Mike Hernandez flipped him an ironic salute. “Keys are in the ignition, Colonel. You made the right call. Enjoy your evening with Mrs. James. She's a nice lady.”


  “Damn you, Mike! You can't think you'll get away with this!” James couldn't help himself.


  Hernandez paused as he opened the rear door. “I already have, Colonel. By the time you can get anyone at the FBI or the CIA to take you seriously, I'll be out of the country for good. Mike Hernandez doesn't exist. He never did.”


  He got into the back seat, slammed the door, and James watched in despair as the white Ford Fusion drive away.


   


  “Are you all right, honey? You look as if you've seen a ghost!”


  James didn't say anything. He took her in his arms and held her tightly, inhaling her sweet, familiar scent. How was it possible that he might have lost her not half an hour ago? But she was alive and that was all that mattered. Tomorrow he would think about his options. Tomorrow he would decide what he should do. He'd agreed to do as the bastards demanded, but no forced vow could ever be considered binding. Tonight, however, he was not going to think about anything, tonight he was simply going to be grateful that his family was alive and unharmed.


  “Hey, let me go,” she complained. “I've got to get another batch out of the oven. Don't take more than two, Michaela is bringing them to a gymnastics party tonight. Oh, and by the way, she said she has something for you.”


  He felt as if his blood had suddenly turned to ice. “She did? From who?”


  “A note from one of her teachers, I think.” She pointed to the counter. “I don't know, open it and see. It's right there.”


  It was a little cream envelope. 'Colonel Ronald James, USAF' was written on it in a neat female hand.


  And James knew there would be no escaping them. Not here, not in Nevada, not anywhere.


  The enemy was here. The enemy was hiding in plain sight all around them. The enemy was in the neighborhoods, the schools, the airports, the fast food restaurants, and the shopping malls, and he could no more hide from them than al-Muhajir and al-Ansari had been able to hide from the MQ-13 Grimm soaring silently through the cloudless sky above them.


  He slipped the envelope into his pocket.


  “What was it, honey?”


  “Nothing much,” he said. “I'll take care of it tomorrow.”


  Editor's Introduction to:


  MURPHY'S LAW: TOP TEN BAD DECISIONS OF THE 20TH CENTURY


  by James F. Dunnigan


  James Dunnigan is one of the most important individuals in the history of wargaming and is probably THE most important figure in modern wargames. After a three-year term in the U.S. Army with the 3/81st artillery, he designed three wargames for Avalon Hill: Jutland, 1914, and Panzerblitz, all classics, all superb, and none really out of date, even if out of print. No wargame is truly out of date if one can still learn from it.


   


  In 1969, he founded Strategic Publications, Inc, the legendary SPI, which published classic wargames such as War of the Ring, Napoleon at Waterloo, Sniper!, Conquistador, Freedom in the Galaxy, and The Creature that Ate Sheboygan. He designed one of the first multiplayer online games, The Hundred Years War, and is the author of several books, including How to Make War and The Complete Wargames Handbook. He has designed over 100 wargames and conflict simulations, including the monster-scale wargame War in Europe. He is the chief editor of StrategyPage and lectures regularly at military and academic institutions.


   


  In the following piece, Jim explains “Murphy’s Law: The Top Ten Bad Decisions of the Twentieth Century”. Some of them may surprise you, others will seem obvious, but all are real doozies. Interestingly enough, however, most of those bad decisions don’t actually violate the principles of war, suggesting that there are some principles out there yet to be discovered.


  MURPHY'S LAW: TOP TEN BAD DECISIONS OF THE 20TH CENTURY


  by James F. Dunnigan


  War brings out the worst in people, especially when it comes to making really bad decisions that have horrendous consequences. Below are the ten worst wartime decisions of the 20th century.


   


  1. Germany gives Austria-Hungary free hand in 1914.


   


  The Austro-Hungarian Empire was falling apart in 1914. The assassination of the Austrian crown prince in 1914 by a Serb nationalist gave Austrian hard-liners an opportunity to crack down on Slav dissidents in the Balkans. But this meant threatening war in the Balkans. That could bring in the Russians. Cooler heads suggested that Germany be consulted. The Germans told the Austrians to do what they thought best, and that Germany would back them up. This was a popular decision in Germany, where there was sympathy for the Austrians (who, while Germanic, were a minority in their own empire). The Austrian bluff didn't work, the Serbs fought, and the Russians came to the aid of the Serbs. The French honored their treaty with Russia and went to war as well. What began as an assassination turned into World War I. That, in turn, led to World War II. All because Germany would not say "no" to Austria's desire to start a war over an assassination.


   


  2. Germany declares unrestricted submarine warfare in 1917.


   


  Once engaged in the Great War, Germany slowly, but irresistibly, began to win. One minor problem was its submarine war against British shipping from North America. The United States was neutral in the war, and American popular opinion was very much against getting involved. Germany, aware of American public opinion, tried to avoid torpedoing ships carrying Americans. This was difficult, so in 1917 Germany decided to make things a little easier for German submarine captains by allowing them to sink anything they came across. This led to German subs sinking ships with a lot of Americans on board. That was enough to get America into the war, and prevented Germany from winning World War I.


   


  3. The victorious allies impose harsh terms on Germany after World War I.


   


  The harsh terms imposed on Germany created the economic and political atmosphere that enabled the Nazis to come to power. It was the same kind of harsh treatment of the French by the Germans after the 1870 war that helped cause World War I. This pattern was finally noted after World War II and a more practical approach adopted. In the 1920s German politicians allowed petty feuds and a desire for political revenge to make it possible for Adolf Hitler to take power in 1933. None of the mighty politicians, generals and business leaders thought a petty operator like Hitler could hold onto power even after he got it. They were wrong.


   


  4. Stalin signs a non-aggression treaty with Germany in August 1939.


   


  Stalin thought the 1939 treaty would keep Germany at bay until Russia could launch its own mighty offensive in 1943. Germany attacked first, in June of 1941. The Russians weren't ready and took a major beating with 30 million dead. Russia almost lost the war.


   


  5. Germany declares war on the United States.


   


  In December 1941, Germany had Russia and Britain on the ropes. The Japanese attack brought America into the war, but only against Japan. German armies were stalled in front of Moscow and Hitler thought Japan needed a little nudge to attack Russia. This would tie down troops that would otherwise be sent against the Germans. But Japan had fought border battles with the Russians in 1939 and came off very poorly. Hitler failed to note this. When Hitler declared war against America on December 11, 1941, Japan did nothing, and it took a while for Hitler to realize what had happened to Germany when American entered World War I. Hitler had always belittled the Americans and did not realize his error until it was too late.


   


  6. The Chinese government attacks the communists.


   


  The Nationalist government of China attacked the Chinese communists right after Japan surrendered in August 1945. They underestimated the communists, who then proceeded to defeat all the Nationalist armies in about three years of fighting. The nationalists took a big gamble, sending their best troops into Manchuria in late 1945 to try to knock out the communists. This ignored the well-known fact that a huge Russian army had just defeated Japanese forces in Manchuria and the Russians communists were giving their Chinese counterparts huge quantities of military supplies. Had the nationalists been more prudent they would not have lost South China, and the war, by 1948. Had the civil war gone on longer, American aid might have delayed or prevented the communist takeover of the entire country.


   


  7. President Johnson sends U.S. combat units to Vietnam in 1965.


   


  Despite the experience of the French and President Eisenhower's earlier refusal to get involved, Johnson ignored dire reports from the CIA and instead reacted to possible charges of being "soft on communism." As a result, 58,000 Americans died (as well as over a million Asians), the economy was damaged for more than a decade and the U. S. lost a potential ally in Southeast Asia. Johnson also failed to note that the Vietnamese had never gotten along with the Chinese; four years after conquering South Vietnam in 1975, they were at war with China. That conflict was brief, but Vietnam's relations with China have been frosty ever since, as they had been for centuries before.


   


  8. The Arab states go to war with Israel in 1967.


   


  Syria lost the Golan Heights, Egypt lost use of the Suez Canal and Jordan lost Jerusalem and the West Bank. Israel gained a festering sore that won't go away and the Arabs developed the use of oil as a weapon.


   


  9. The Soviet Union adopts perestroika and glasnost.


   


  In 1985, Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev adopted the policies of perestroika (restructuring) and glasnost (openness). His predecessors agreed in 1982 that the centrally planned Soviet economy was a failure. But what to do? Ignoring the Chinese success at freeing up the economy while retaining political control, Gorbachev messed with the political system first. Big mistake. The Soviet Union fell apart, as did the already fragile Soviet economy. Russia became a dangerous basket case. But at least the Cold War was over.


   


  10. Playing down the Islamic terrorist threat.


   


  Islamic terrorism is an ancient and recurring threat. Despite signs in the 1970s that another upsurge was coming, it became popular in Western diplomatic and academic circles to play down this threat. This happened despite a serious outbreak of Islamic terrorism in Saudi Arabia in the late 1970s involving heavily armed Islamic terrorists seizing control of some of the holiest places in Islam. In the West this was dismissed as an isolated event. Similar excuses were created to explain the growing number of Islamic terrorist incidents for the rest of the decade. For many, the self-deception continues and so does the terrorist violence.


  Editor's Introduction to:


  HIS TRUTH GOES MARCHING ON


  by Jerry Pournelle


  If Robert Heinlein, with his Starship Troopers, is the father of military science fiction, then Jerry Pournelle is surely the godfather.


   


  When I think of the authors in this volume I think of Napoleon's Guard: The Young Guard, the Middle Guard, and—elite among the elite—the Old Guard. The Young Guard includes people like Brad Torgerson, Steve Rzasa, Wolfgang Diehr, Rolf Nelson, Giuseppe Filloto, and Chris Nuttall. The Middle Guard? I suppose that would be Vox and me, Chris Kennedy and Tom Mays, along with Tedd Roberts and ESR. But the Old Guard, the grognards? It is in the nature of the thing that there can't be that many of them, but at the head of those ranks, flanked by John Carr and Jim Dunnigan, marches Dr. Jerry Pournelle.


   


  Jerry has packed more than a single full life into his eighty-one years. He is a man of remarkable accomplishment. From the aerospace industry to the Reagan administration, from Avalon Hill to the SFWA, he has left his indelible mark on a wide array of industries, organizations, and individuals. He served his country in the US Army during the Korean War, after which he racked up an impressive number of advanced degrees, though I've never had the impression that they impress him all that much.


   


  He is the author of more works of fiction and non-fiction than most of the other contributors combined. He's been an advisor to the Office of the President, and is entitled, along with that great President, to his share of the glory attendant on overcoming the Soviet Union.


   


  He is also the author of a military science fiction series that appeared in the 1980s and made a lasting impression on more than a few of the contributors to this anthology. Without the nine volumes of There Will Be War, the original anthology of military strategy and science fiction, it is doubtful that you would be reading this book now. And that is why it is a distinct privilege to be able to present to you one of Jerry's justly more famous stories, “His Truth Goes Marching On”, a tale from the CoDominium universe of Falkenberg's Legion that harks back to one of Earth's more savage internecine conflicts.


   


  For some older readers, and younger ones with a better education than most get today, there will be hauntingly familiar elements in this story, for it is derived from incidents that took place in a conflict of the past. Nearly every incident in this story actually happened to people much like those Jerry pictures here.


   


  The Spanish Civil War was, to a generation of American liberals, a matter of good vs. evil. The Republicans were good, the Falangists were evil, and there was no compromising between them. Hemingway tried to show that it wasn't that stark, although his sympathies remained with the Republicans. George Orwell went into more detail and showed the naked cynicism of the Communist elements of the Republic, but no one wanted to hear his message; to this day most believe that his largely unread Homage To Catalonia condemns only Franco.


   


  The world was never permitted to forget Guernica, as Pablo Picasso's masterpiece was hung in the Museum of Modern Art. Guernica was a Basque fishing village bombed by units of the Luftwaffe's Condor Legion. The town was largely destroyed, and the incident was seen as one more illustration of the utter moral worthlessness of Spain and Germany alike. Picasso's violent painting, showing men and animals disjointed and scattered, was tremendously effective in stirring up sympathy for the Republicans and hatred for both the Germans and Franco.


   


  Only later did it come out that the town had been occupied by Republican military units, that at least part of the destruction resulted from the detonation of Republican munitions stored there, and there was a strong suggestion that retreating Republican engineers had dynamited other structures not damaged by the air raid.


   


  Jerry himself notes: “Those who wonder why I sometimes use historical models for stories are referred to Mr. Santayana. 'Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.'”


  HIS TRUTH GOES MARCHING ON


  by Jerry Pournelle


  “As He died to make men holy, let us die to make men free…”


   


  The song echoed through the ship, along gray corridors stained with the greasy handprints of the thousands who had traveled in her before; through the stench of the thousands aboard, and the remembered smells of previous shiploads of convicts. Those smells were etched into the steel despite strong disinfectants which had only added their acrimony to the odor of too much humanity with too little water.


  The male voices carried past crew work parties, who ignored them, or made sarcastic remarks, and into a tiny stateroom no larger than the bunk bed now hoisted vertical to the bulkhead to make room for a desk and chair.


  Peter Owensford looked up to blank gray and beyond it to visions within his own mind. The men weren't singing very well, but they sang from their hearts. There was a faint buzzing discord from a loose rivet vibrating to a strong base. Owensford nodded to himself. The singer was Allan Roach, one-time professional wrestler, and Peter had marked him for promotion to noncom once they reached Santiago.


  The trip from Earth to Thurstone takes three months in a Bureau of Relocation transport ship, and it had been wasted time for all of them. It was obvious to Peter that the CoDominium authorities aboard the ship knew that they were volunteers for the war. Why else would ninety-seven men voluntarily ship out for Santiago? It didn't matter, though. Political Officer Stromand was afraid of a trap. Stromand was always suspecting traps, and was desperate to “maintain secrecy”; as if there were any secrets to keep.


  In all the three months Peter Owensford had held only a dozen classes. He'd found an empty compartment near the garbage disposal and assembled the men there; but Stromand had caught them. There had been a scene, with Stromand insisting that Peter call him “Commissar” and the men address him as “Sir.” Instead, Peter addressed him as “Mister” and the men made it come out like “Comics-star.” Stromand had become speechless with anger; but he'd stopped the meetings.


  And Peter had ninety-six men who knew nothing of war; most had never fired a weapon in their lives. They were educated men, intelligent for the most part, students, workers, idealists; but it might have been better if they'd been ninety-six freakouts with a long history of juvenile gangsterism.


  He went back to his papers, jotting notes on what must be done when they reached dirtside. At least he'd have some time to train them before they got into combat.


  He'd need it.


   


  Thurstone is usually described as a hot, dry copy of Earth and Peter found no reason to dispute that. The CoDominium Island is legally part of Earth, but Thurstone is thirty parsecs away, and travelers go through customs to land. The ragged group packed away whatever military equipment they had bought privately, and dressed in the knee breeches and tunics popular with businessmen in New York. Peter found himself just behind Allan Roach in the line to debark.


  Roach was laughing.


  “What's the joke?” Peter asked.


  Roach turned and waved expressively at the men behind him. All ninety-six were scattered through the first two hundred passengers leaving the BuRelock ship, and they were all dressed identically. “Humanity League decided to save some money,” Roach said. “What you reckon the CD makes of our comic-opera army?”


  Whatever the CoDominium inspectors thought, they did nothing, hardly glancing inside the baggage, and the volunteers were hustled out of the CD building to the docks. A small Russian in baggy pants sidled up to them.


  “Freedom,” he said. He had a thick accent.


  “No pasaran!” Commissar Stromand answered.


  “I have tickets for you,” the Russian said. “You will go on the boat.” He pointed to an excursion ship with peeling paint and faded gilt handrails.


  “Man, he looks like he's lettin' go his last credit,” Allan Roach muttered to Owensford.


  Peter nodded. “At that, I'd rather pay for the tickets than ride the boat. Must have been built when Thurstone was first settled.”


  Roach shrugged and lifted his bags. Then, as an afterthought, he lifted Peter's as well.


  “You don't have to carry my goddam baggage,” Peter protested.


  “That's why I'm doing it, Lieutenant. I wouldn't carry Stromand's.” They went aboard the boat, and lined the rails, looking out at Thurstone's bright skies. The volunteers were the only passengers, and the ship left the docks to lumber across shallow seas. It was less than fifty kilometers to the mainland, and before the men really believed they were out of space and onto a planet again, they were in Free Santiago.


  They marched through the streets from the docks. People cheered, but a lot of volunteers had come through those streets and they didn't cheer very loud. Owensford's men were no good at marching, and they had no weapons; so Stromand ordered them to sing war songs.


  They didn't know very many songs, so they always ended up singing the Battle Hymn of the Republic. It said all their feelings, anyway.


   


  The ragged group straggled to the local parish church. Someone had broken the cross and spire off the building, and turned the altar into a lecture desk. It was becoming dark when Owensford's troops were bedded down in the pews.


  “Lieutenant?”


  Peter looked up from the dark reverie that had overtaken him. Allan Roach and another volunteer stood in front of him. “Yes?”


  “Some of the men don't like bein' in here, Lieutenant. We got church members in the outfit.”


  “I see. What do you expect me to do about it?” Peter asked. “This is where we were sent.” And why didn't someone meet us instead of having a kid hand me a note down at the docks? he wondered. But it wouldn't do to upset the men.


  “We could bed down outside,” Roach suggested.


  “Nonsense. Superstitious garbage.” The strident, bookish voice came from behind him, but Peter didn't need to look around to know who was speaking. “Free men have no need of that kind of belief. Tell me who is disturbed.”


  Allan Roach set his lips tightly together.


  “I insist,” Stromand demanded. “Those men need education, and I will provide it. We cannot have superstition within our company.”


  “Superstition be damned,” Peter protested. “It's dark and gloomy and uncomfortable in here, and if the men want to sleep outside, let them.”


  “No,” Stromand said.


  “I remind you that I am in command here,” Peter said. His voice was rising slightly and he fought to control it. He was only twenty-three standard years old, while Stromand was forty; and Peter had no experience of command. Yet he knew that this was an important issue, and the men were all listening.


  “I remind you that political education is totally up to me,” Stromand said. “It is good indoctrination for the men to stay in here.”


  “Crap.” Peter stood abruptly. “All right, everybody outside. Camp in the churchyard. Roach, set up a night guard around the camp.”


  “Yes, sir,” Allan Roach grinned.


  Commissar Stromand found his men melting away rapidly; after a few minutes he followed them outside.


  They were awakened early by an officer in synthi-leather trousers and tunic. He wore no badges of rank, but it was obvious to Peter that the man was a professional soldier. Someday, Peter thought, someday I'll look like that. The thought was cheering for some reason.


  “Who's in charge here?” the man demanded.


  Stromand and Owensford answered simultaneously. The officer looked at both for a moment, then turned to Peter. “Name?”


  “Lieutenant Peter Owensford.”


  “Lieutenant. And why might you be a lieutenant?”


  “I'm a graduate of West Point, sir. And your rank?”


  “Captain, sonny. Captain Anselm Barton, at your service, God help you. The lot of you have been posted to the Twelfth Brigade, second battalion, of which battalion I have the misfortune to be adjutant. Any more questions?” He glared at both Peter and the commissar, but before either could answer there was a roar and the wind whipped them with red dust; a fleet of trucks rounded the corner and stopped in front of the church.


  “Okay,” Barton shouted. “Into the trucks. You too, Mister Comics-Star. Lieutenant, you will ride in the cab with me…come on, come on, we haven't all day. Can't you get them to hop it, Owensford?”


  No two trucks were alike. One Cadillac stood out proudly from the lesser breeds, and Barton went to it. After a moment Stromand took the unoccupied seat in the cab of the second truck, an old Fiat. Despite the early hour, the sun was already hot and bright, and it was a relief to get inside the air-conditioned compartment.


  The Cadillac ran smoothly, but had to halt frequently while the drivers worked on the others of the convoy. The Fiat could only get two or three centimeters above the road. Peter noted in wonder that there were ruts in the dirt track, and remarked on them.


  “Sure,” Barton said. “We've got wheeled transport. Lots of it. Animal-drawn wagons too. Tracked railroads. How much do you know about this place?”


  “Not very much,” Peter admitted.


  “Least you know that,” Barton said. He gunned the engine to get the Cadillac over a deeply pitted section of the road, and the convoy climped up onto a ridge. Peter could look back and see the tiny port town, with its almost empty streets, and the blowing red dust.


  “See that ridge over there?” Barton asked. He pointed to a thin blue line beyond the far lip of the saucer on the other side of the ridge. The air was so clear that Peter could see for sixty kilometers or more, and he had never seen farther than twenty; it was hard to judge distances.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “That's it. Dons' territory beyond that line.”


  “We're not going straight there, are we? The men need training.”


  “You might as well be going to the lines for all the training they'll get. They teach you anything at the Point?”


  “I learned something, I think.” Peter didn't know what to answer. The Point had been “humanized” and he knew he hadn't had the military instruction that graduates had once received. “What I was taught, and a lot from books.”


  “We'll see.” Barton took a plastic toothpick out of one pocket and stuck it into his mouth. Later, Peter would learn that many men developed that habit. “No hay tobacco” was a common notice on stores in Santiago. The first time he saw it, Allan Roach said that if they made their tobacco out of hay he didn't want any. “Long out of the Point?” Barton asked.


  “Class of '93.”


  “Just out. U.S. Army didn't want you?”


  “That's pretty personal,” Peter said. The toothpick danced across smiling lips. Peter stared out at the rivers of dust blowing around them. “There's a new rule, now. You have to opt for CoDominium in your junior year. I did. But they didn't have any room for me in the CD services.”


  Barton grunted. “And the U.S. Army doesn't want any commie-coddling officers who'd take the CD over their own country.”


  “That's about it.”


  “Hadn't thought it was that bad yet. Sounds like things are coming apart back home.”


  Peter nodded to himself. “I think the U.S. will pull out of the CoDominium pretty soon.”


  The toothpick stopped its movement while Barton thought about that. “So meanwhile they're doing their best to gut the Fleet, eh? What do the damned fools think will happen to the colonies when there's no CD forces to keep order?”


  Peter shrugged. They drove on in silence, with Barton humming something under his breath, a tune that Peter thought he would recognize if only Barton would make it loud enough to hear. Then he caught a murmured refrain. “Let's hope he brings our godson up, to don the Armay blue...”


  Barton looked around at his passenger and grinned. “How many lights in Cullem Hall, Mister Dumbjohn?”


  “Three hundred and forty lights, sir,” Peter answered automatically. He looked for the ring, but Barton wore none. “What was your class, sir?”


  “Seventy-two. Okay, the U.S. didn't want you, and the CD's disbanding regiments. There's other outfits. Falkenberg is recruiting.”


  “I'm not a mercenary for hire.” Peter's voice was stiffly formal.


  “Oh, Lord. So you're here to help the downtrodden masses throw off the yoke of oppression. I might have known.”


  “But of course I'm here to fight slavery!” Peter protested. “Everyone knows about Santiago.”


  “Everybody knows about other places, too.” The toothpick danced again. “Okay, you're a liberator of suffering humanity if that makes you feel better. God knows, anything makes a man feel better out here is okay. But to help me feel better, remember that you're a professional officer.”


  “I won't forget.” They drove over another ridge. The valley beyond was no different from the one behind them, and there was another ridge at its end.


  “What do you think those people out there want?” Barton said. He waved expressively.


  “Freedom.”


  “Maybe to be left alone. Maybe they'd be happy if the lot of us went away.”


  “They'd be slaves. Somebody's got to help them—” Peter caught himself. There was no point to this, and he thought Barton was laughing at him.


  Instead, the older man wore a curious expression. He kept the sardonic grin, but it was softened almost into a smile. “Nothing to be ashamed of, Pete. Most of us read those books about knighthood and all that. We wouldn't be in the services if we didn't have that streak in us. Just remember this, if you don't get over most of that, you won't last.”


  “Without something like that, I wouldn't want to last.”


  “Just don't let it break your heart when you find out different.”


  What is he talking about? Peter wondered. “If you feel that way about everything, why are you here? Why aren't you in one of the mercenary outfits?”


  “Commissars ask that kind of question,” Barton said. He gunned the motor viciously and the Cadillac screamed in protest.


  It was late afternoon when they got to Tarazona. The town was an architectural melange, as if a dozen amateurs had designed it. The church, now a hospital; was Elizabeth HI modern, the post office was American Gothic, and most of the houses were white stucco. The volunteers were unloaded at a plastisteel barracks that looked like a bad copy of the quad at West Point. It had sally ports, phony portcullis and all, and there were plastic medieval shields pressed into the cornices.


  Inside there was trash in the corridors and blood on the floors. Peter set the men to cleaning up.


  “About that blood,” Captain Barton said. “Your men seem interested.”


  “First blood some of 'em have seen,” Peter told him. Barton was still watching him closely. “All right. For me too.”


  Barton nodded. “Two stories about that blood. The Dons had a garrison here, made a stand when the Revolutionaries took the town. Some say the Dons slaughtered their prisoners here. Others say when the Republic took the barracks, our troops slaughtered the garrison.”


  Peter looked across the dusty courtyard and beyond the hills where the fighting was. It seemed a long way off. There was no sound, and the afternoon sun seemed unbearably hot. “Which do you think is true?”


  “Both.” Barton turned away toward the town. Then he stopped for a moment. “I'll be in the bistro after dinner. Join me if you get a chance.” He walked on, his feet kicking up little clods of dust that blew across the road.


  Peter stood a long time in the courtyard, staring across fields stretching fifty kilometers to the hills. The soil was red, and a hot wind blew dust into every crevice and hollow. The country seemed far too barren to be a focal point of the struggle for freedom in the known galaxy.


  Thurstone was colonized early in the CoDominium period but it was too poor to attract wealthy corporations. The third Thurstone expedition was financed by the Carlist branch of the Spanish monarchy, and eventually Carlos XII brought a group of supporters to found Santiago. They were all of them malcontents.


  This was hardly unusual. Space is colonized with malcontents or convicts; no one else wants to leave Earth. The Santiago colonists were protesting the Bourbon restoration in Spain, or John XXVI's reunification of Christendom, or the cruel fates, or, perhaps, unhappy love affairs. They got the smallest and poorest of Thurstone's three continents, but they did well with what little they received.


  For thirty years Santiago received no one who was not a voluntary immigrant from Spanish Catholic cultures. The Carlists were careful of those they let in, and there was plenty of good land for everyone. The Kingdom of St. James had little modern technology, and no one was very rich, but there were few who were very poor either.


  Eventually the Population Control Commission designated Thurstone as a recipient planet, and the Bureau of Relocation began moving people there. All three governments on Thurstone protested, but unlike Xanadu or Danube, Thurstone had never developed a navy; a single frigate from the CoDominium Fleet convinced them they had no choice.


  Two million involuntary colonists came in BuRelock ships to Thurstone. Convicts, welfare frauds, criminals, revolutionaries, rioters, street gangsters, men who'd offended a BuRelock clerk, men with the wrong color eyes, and some who were just plain unlucky; all of them bundled into unsanitary transport ships and hustled away from Earth. The other nations on Thurstone had friends in BuRelock and money to pay for favors; Santiago got the bulk of the new immigrants.


  The Carlists tried. They provided transportation to unclaimed lands for all who wanted it and most who did not. The original Santiago settlers had fled from industry and had built very little; and now, suddenly, they were swamped with citydwellers of a different culture who had no thought of the land and less love for it. Suddenly, they had large cities.


  In less than a decade the capital grew from a sleepy town to a sprawling heap of tenement shacks. The Carlists abolished part of the city; the shacks appeared on the other side of town. New cities grew from small towns. There was a desperate need for industry.


  When the industries were built, the original settlers revolted. They had fled from industrialized life, and wanted no more of it. A king was deposed and an infant prince placed on his father's throne. The Cortez took government into its own hands. They enslaved everyone who did not pay his own way.


  It was not called slavery, but “indebtedness for welfare service”; but debts were inheritable and transferable. Debts could be bought and sold on speculation, and everyone had to work off his debts.


  In a generation half the population was in debt. In another the slaves outnumbered the free men. Finally the slaves revolted, and Santiago became a cause overnight: at least to those who'd ever heard of the place.


  In the CoDominium Grand Senate, the U.S., listening to the other governments on Thurstone and the corporations who brought agricultural products from Santiago, supported the Carlists, but not strongly. The Soviet senators supported the Republic, but not strongly. The CD Navy was ordered to quarantine the war area.


  The fleet had few ships for such a task. The Navy grounded all military aircraft in Santiago, and prohibited importation of any kind of heavy weapon. Otherwise they left the place alone to undergo years of indecisive warfare.


  It was never difficult for the Humanity League to send volunteers to Santiago as long as they brought no weapons. As the men were not experienced in war, the League also sought trained officers to send with them.


  They rejected mercenaries, of course. Volunteers must have the proper spirit to fight for freedom in Santiago.


   


  Peter Owensford sat in the pleasant cool of the evening at a scarred table that might have been oak, but wasn't. Captain Anselm “Ace” Barton sat across from him, and a pitcher of dark red wine stood on the table.


  “I thought they'd put me in the technical corps,” Peter said.


  “Speak Mandarin?” When Peter looked up in surprise, Barton continued, “Republic hired Xanadu techs. They don't have much equipment, what with the quarantine. Plenty of techs for what they do have.”


  “I see. So I'm infantry?”


  Barton shrugged. “You fight, Pete. Just like me. They'll give you a company. The ones you brought, and maybe another hundred recruits. All yours. I guess you'll get that Stromand for political officer, too.”


  Peter grimaced. “What use is that?”


  Barton looked around in an exaggerated manner. “Careful,” he said. He wore a grin but his voice was serious. “Political officers are a lot more popular with the high command than we are. Don't forget that.”


  “From what I've seen the high command isn't very competent....”


  “Jesus,” Barton said. “Look, Pete, they can have you shot for talking like that. This isn't any mercenary outfit with its own codes, you know. This is a patriotic war, and you'd better not forget it.”


  Peter stared at the packed clay floor of the patio, his lips set in a tight, thin line. He'd sat in this bistro, at this table, every night for a week now, and he was beginning to understand Barton's cynicism; but why was the man here at all? “There's not enough body armor for my men. The ones I've got. You say they'll give me more?”


  “New group coming in tomorrow. No officer with them. Sure, they'll put 'em with you. Where else? Troops have to be trained.”


  “Trained!” Peter snorted in disgust. “We have enough Nemourlon to make armor for about half the troops, only I'm the only one in the company who knows how to do it. We've got no weapons, no optics, no communications—”


  “Yeah, things are tough all over.” Barton poured another glass of wine. “What'd you expect in a nonindustrial society quarantined by the CD?”


  Peter slumped back into the hard wooden chair. “Yeah, I know. But—I can't even train them with what I have. Whenever I get the men assembled, Stromand interrupts to make speeches.”


  Barton smiled. “Colonel Cermak, our esteemed International Brigade Commander, thinks the American troops have poor morale. Obviously, the way to deal with that is to make speeches.”


  “They've got poor morale because they don't know how to fight.”


  “Another of Cermak's solutions to poor morale is to shoot people for defeatism,” Barton said softly. “I've warned you, kid. I won't again.”


  “The only damn thing my men have learned in the last week is how to sing and which red-light houses are safe.”


  “More'n some do. Have another drink.”


  Peter nodded in dejection. “That's not bad wine.”


  “Right. Pretty good, but not good enough to export,” Barton said. “Whole goddam country's that way, you know. Pretty good, but not quite good enough.”


  The next day they gave Peter Owensford 107 new men fresh from the U.S. and Earth. There was talk of adding another political officer to the company, but there wasn't one Cermak trusted.


  Each night Ace Barton sat at the table in the bistro, but he didn't see Owensford all week. Then, as he was having his third glass of wine, Peter came in and sat across from him. The proprietor brought a glass, and Barton poured from the pitcher. “You look like you need that. Thought you were ordered to stay on, nights, to train the troops.”


  Peter drank. “Same story, Ace. Speeches. More speeches. I walked out. It was obvious I wasn't going to have anything to do.”


  “Risky,” Barton said. They sat in silence as the older man seemed to decide something. “Ever think you're not needed, Pete?”


  “They act that way, but I'm still the only man with any military training at all in the company....”


  “So what? The Republic doesn't need your troops. Not the way you think, anyway. Main purpose of the volunteers is to see the right party stays in control here.”


  Peter sat stiffly silent. He'd promised himself that he wouldn't react quickly to anything Barton said. There was no one else Peter felt comfortable with, despite the cynicism that Peter detested. “I can't believe that,” he said finally. “The volunteers come from everywhere. They're not fighting to help any political party, they're here to set people free.”


  Barton said nothing. A red toothpick danced across his face, twirling up and about, and a sly grin broke across the square features.


  “See, you don't even believe it yourself,” Peter said.


  “Could be. Pete, you ever think how much money they raise back in the States? Money from people who feel guilty about not volunteerin' ?”


  “No. There's no money here. You've seen that.”


  “There's money, but it goes to the techs,” Barton said. “That, at least, makes sense. Xanadu isn't sending their sharp boys for nothing, and without them, what's the use of mudcrawlers like us?”


  Peter leaned back in his chair. It made sense. “Then we've got pretty good technical support...”


  “About as good as the Dons have. Which means neither side has a goddam thing. Either group gets a real edge that way, the war's over, right? But for the moment nobody's got a way past the CD quarantine, so the best way the Dons and the Republicans have to kill each other is with rifles and knives and grenades. Not very damn many of the latter, either.”


  “We don't even have the rifles.”


  “You'll get those. Meantime, relax. You've told Brigade your men aren't ready to fight. You've asked for weapons and more Nemourlon. You've complained about Stromand. You've done it all, now shut up before you get yourself shot as a defeatist. That's an order, Pete.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You'll get your war soon enough.”


   


  The trucks came back to Tarazona a week later. They carried coffin-shaped boxes full of rifles and bayonets from New Aberdeen, Thurstone's largest city. The rifles were covered with grease, and there wasn't any solvent to clean them with. Most were copies of Remington 2045 model automatic, but there were some Krupps and Skodas. Most of the men didn't know which ammunition fit their rifles.


  “Not bad gear,” Barton remarked. He turned one of the rifles over and over in his hands. “We've had worse.”


  “But I don't have much training in rifle tactics,” Peter said.


  Barton shrugged. “No power supplies, no maintenance ships, no base to support anything more complicated than chemical slug-throwers, Peter. Forget the rest of the crap you learned and remember that.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Whistles blew, and someone shouted from the trucks. “Get your gear and get aboard!”


  “But—” Owensford turned helplessly to Barton. “Get aboard for where?”


  Barton shrugged. “I'd better get back to my area. Maybe they're moving the whole battalion up while we've got the trucks.”


  They were. The men who had armor put it on, and everyone dressed in combat synthileather. Most had helmets, ugly hemispheric models with a stiff spine over the most vulnerable areas. A few men had lost theirs, and they boarded the trucks without them.


  The convoy rolled across the plains and into a greener farm area; then it got dark, and the night air chilled fast under clear, cloudless skies. The drivers pushed on, too fast without lights, and Peter sat in the back of the lead truck, his knees clamped tightly together, his teeth unconsciously beating out a rhythm he'd learned years before. No one talked.


  At dawn they were in another valley. Trampled crops lay all around them, drying dead plants with green stalks.


  “Good land,” Private Lunster said. He lifted a clod and crumbled it between his fingers. “Very good land.”


  Somehow that made Peter feel better. He formed the men into ranks and made sure each knew how to load his weapon. Then he had each fire at a crumbling adobe wall, choosing a large target so that they wouldn't fail to hit it. More trucks pulled in and unloaded heavy generators and antitank lasers. When Owensford's men tried to get close to the heavy weapons the gunners shouted them away. It seemed to Peter that the gunners were familiar with the gear, and that was encouraging.


  Everyone spoke softly, and when anyone raised his voice it was like a shout. Stromand tried to get the men to sing, but they wouldn't.


  “Not long now, eh?” Sergeant Roach asked.


  “I expect you're right,” Peter told him, but he didn't know, and went oft to find the commissary truck. He wanted to be sure the men got a good meal that evening.


  They moved them up during the night. A guide came to Peter and whispered to follow him, and they moved out across the unfamiliar land. Somewhere out there were the Dons with their army of peasant conscripts and mercenaries and family retainers. When they had gone fifty meters, they passed an old tree and someone whispered to them.


  “Everything will be fine,” Stromand's voice said from the shadows under the tree. “All of the enemy are politically immature. Their vacqueros will run away, and their peasant conscripts will throw away their weapons. They have no reason to be loyal.”


  “Why the hell has the war gone on three years?” someone whispered behind Peter.


  He waited until they were long past the tree. “Roach, that wasn't smart. Stromand will have you shot for defeatism.”


  “He'll play hell doing it, Lieutenant. You, man, pick up your feet. Want to fall down that gully?”


  “Quiet,” the guide whispered urgently. They went on through the dark night, down a slope, then up another, past men dug into the hillside. They didn't speak to them.


  Peter found himself walking along the remains of a railroad, with the ties partly gone and all the rails removed. Eventually the guide halted. “Dig in here,” he whispered. “Long live freedom.”


  “No pasarán!” Stromand answered loudly.


  “Please be quiet,” the guide urged. “We are within earshot of the enemy.”


  “Ah,” Stromand answered. The guide turned away and the political officer began to follow him.


  “Where are you going?” Corporal Grant asked in a loud whisper.


  “To report to Major Harris,” Stromand answered.


  “The battalion commander ought to know where we are.”


  “So should we,” a voice said.


  “Who was that?” Stromand demanded. The only answer with a juicy raspberry.


  “That bastard's got no right,” a voice said close to Peter.


  “Who's there?”


  “Rotwasser, sir.” Rotwasser was company runner. The job gave him the nominal rank of monitor but he had no maniple to command. Instead he carried complaints from the men to Owensford.


  “I can spare the PO better than anyone else,” Peter whispered. “I'll need you here, not back at battalion. Now start digging us in.”


  It was cold on the hillside, but digging kept the men warm enough. Dawn came slowly at first, a gradually brightening light without warmth. Peter took out his light-amplifying binoculars and cautiously looked out ahead. The binoculars were a present from his mother and the only good optical equipment in the company.


  The countryside was cut into small, steep-sided ridges and valley. Allan Roach lay beside Owensford and when it became light enough to see, the sergeant whistled softly. “We take that ridge in front of us, there's another just like it after that. And another. Nobody's goin' to win this war that way....”


  Owensford nodded silently. There were trees in the valley below, oranges and dates imported from Earth mixed in with native fruit trees as if a giant had spilled seeds across the ground. A whitewashed adobe peasant house stood gutted by fire, the roof gone.


  Zing! Something that might have been a hornet but wasn't buzzed angrily over Peter's head. There was a flat crack from across the valley, then more of the angry buzzes. Dust puffs sprouted from the earthworks they'd thrown up during the night.


  “Down!” Peter ordered.


  “What are they trying to do, kill us?” Allan Roach shouted. There was a chorus of laughs. “Sir, why didn't they use IR on us in the dark? We should have stood out in this cold—”


  Peter shrugged. “Maybe they don't have any. We don't.”


  The men who'd skimped on their holes dug in deeper, throwing the dirt out onto the ramparts in front of them, laughing as they did. It was very poor technique, and Peter worried about artillery, but nothing happened. The enemy was about four hundred meters away, across the valley and stretched out along a ridge identical to the one Peter held. No infantry that ever lived could have taken a position by charging across that valley. Both sides were safe until something heavier was brought up.


  One large-caliber gun was trained on their position. It fired on anything that moved. There was also a laser, with several mirrors that could be moved about between flashes. The laser itself was safe, and the mirrors probably were also because the monarchists never fired twice from the same position.


  The men shot at the guns and at where they thought the mirror was anyway until Peter made them quit wasting ammunition. It wasn't good for morale to lie there and not fight back, though.


  “I bet I can locate that goddam gun,” Corporal Bassinger told Peter. “I got the best eyesight in the company.”


  Peter mentally called up Bassinger's records. Two ex-wives and an acknowledged child by each. Volunteered after being an insurance man in Brooklyn for years. “You can't spot that thing.”


  “Sure I can, Lieutenant. Loan me your glasses, I'll spot it sure.”


  “All right. Be careful, they're shooting at anything they can see.”


  “I'm careful.”


  “Let me see, man!” somebody shouted. Three men clustered in the trench around Bassinger. “Let us look!” “Don't be a hog, we want to see too.” “Comrade, let us look—”


  “Get away from here,” Bassinger shouted. “You heard the lieutenant, it's dangerous to look over the ramparts.”


  “What about you?”


  “I'm an observer. Besides, I'm careful.” He crawled into position and looked out through a little slot he'd cut away in the dirt in front of him. “See, it's safe enough. I think I see—”


  Bassinger was thrown back into the trench. The shattered glasses fell on top of him, and he had already ceased breathing when they heard the shot that hit him in the eye.


  By the next morning two men had toes shot off and had to be evacuated.


  They lay on the hill for a week. Each night they lost a few more men to minor casualties that could not possibly have been inflicted by the enemy; then Stromand had two men with foot injuries shot by a squad of military police he brought up from staff headquarters.


  The injuries ceased, and the men lay sullenly in the trenches until the company was relieved.


   


  They had two days in a small town near the front, then the officers were called to a meeting. The briefing officer had a thick accent, but it was German, not Spanish. The briefing was for the Americans and it was held in English.


  “Ve vill have a full assault, vith all International volunteers to move out at once. Ve vill use infiltration tactics.”


  “What does that mean?” Captain Barton demanded.


  The staff officer looked pained. “Ven you break through their lines, go straight to their technical areas and disrupt them. Ven that is done, the var is over.”


  “Where are their technical corpsmen?”


  “You vill be told after you have broken through their lines.”


  The rest of the briefing made no more sense to Peter. He walked out with Barton after they were dismissed. “Looked at your section of the line?” Barton asked.


  “As much as I can,” Peter answered. “Do you have a decent map?”


  “No. Old CD orbital photographs, and some sketches. No better than what you have.”


  “What I did see looks bad,” Peter said. “There's an olive grove, then a hollow I can't see into. Is there cover in there?”


  “You better patrol and find out.”


  “You will ask the battalion commander for permission to conduct patrols,” a stern voice said from behind them.


  “You better watch that habit of walking up on people, Stromand,” Barton said. “One of these days somebody's not going to realize it's you.” He gave Peter a pained looked. “Better ask.”


  Major Harris told Peter that Brigade had forbidden patrols. They might alert the enemy of the coming attack and surprise was needed.


  As he walked back to his company area, Peter reflected that Harris had been an attorney for the Liberation Party before he volunteered to go to Santiago. They were to move out the next morning.


  The night was long. The men were very quiet, polishing weapons and talking in whispers, drawing meaningless diagrams in the mud of the dugouts. About halfway through the night forty new volunteers joined the company. They had no equipment beyond rifles, and they had left the port city only two days before. Most came from Churchill, but because they spoke English and the trucks were coming to this section, they had been sent along.


  Major Harris called the officers together at dawn. “The Xanadu techs have managed to assemble some rockets,” he told them. “They'll drop them on the Dons before we move out. Owensford, you will move out last. You will shoot any man who hasn't gone before you do.”


  “That's my job,” Stromand protested.


  “You will be needed to lead the men,” Harris said. “The bombardment will come at 0815 hours. Do you all have proper timepieces?”


  “No, sir,” Peter said. “I've only got a watch that counts Earth time.”


  “Hell,” Harris muttered. “Okay, Thurstone's hours are 1.08 Earth hours long. You'll have to work it out from that….” He looked confused.


  “No problem,” Peter assured him.


  “Oh, good. Back to your areas, then.”


  Zero hour went past with no signals. Another hour passed. Then a Republican brigade to the north began firing, and a few moved out of their dugouts and across the valley floor.


  A ripple of fire and flashing mirrors colored the ridge beyond as the enemy began firing. The Republican troops were cut down, and the few not hit scurried back into their shelters.


  “Fire support!” Harris shouted. Owensford's squawk box made unintelligible sounds, effectively jammed as were all electronics Peter had seen on Santiago, but he heard the order passed down the line. His company fired at the enemy, and the monarchists returned it.


  Within minutes it was clear that the enemy had total dominance in the area. A few large rockets rose from somewhere behind the enemy lines and crashed randomly into the Republican positions. There were more flashes across the sky as the Xanadu technicians backtracked the enemy rockets and returned counterfire. Eventually the shooting stopped for lack of targets.


  It was 1100 by Peter's watch when a series of explosions lit the lip of the monarchist ramparts. Another wave of rockets fell among the enemy, and the Republicans to the north began to charge forward.


  “Ready to move out!” Peter shouted. He waited for orders.


  There was nearly a minute of silence. No more rockets fell on the enemy. Then the ridge opposite rippled with fire again, and the Republicans began to go down or scramble back to their positions.


  The alert tone sounded on Peter's squawk box and he lifted it to his ear. Amazingly, he could hear intelligible speech. Someone at headquarters was speaking to Major Harris.


  “The Republicans have already advanced half a kilometer. They are being slaughtered because you have not moved your precious Americans in support.”


  “Bullshit!” Harris's voice had no tones in the tiny speaker. “The Republicans are already back in their dugouts. The attack has failed.”


  “It has not failed. You must show what high morale can do. Your men are all volunteers. Many Republicans are conscripts. Set an example for them.”


  “But I tell you the attack has failed.”


  “Major Harris, if your men have not moved out in five minutes I will send the military police to arrest you as a traitor.”


  The box went back to random squeals and growls; then the whistles blew and orders were passed down the line. “Move out.”


  Peter went from dugout to dugout. “Up and at them. Jarvis, if you don't get out of there I'll shoot you. You three, get going.” He saw that Allan Roach was doing the same thing.


  When they reached the end of the line. Roach grinned at Peter. “We're all that's left, now what?”


  “Now we move out too.” They crawled forward, past the lip of the hollow that had sheltered them. Ten meters beyond that they saw Major Harris lying very still.


  “Captain Barton's in command of the battalion,” Peter said.


  “Wonder if he knows it? I'll take the left side, sir, and keep 'em going, shall I?”


  “Yes.” Now he was more alone than ever. He went on through the olive groves, finding men and keeping them moving ahead of him. There was very little fire from the enemy. They advanced fifty meters, a hundred, and reached the slope down into the hollow beyond. It was an old vineyard, and the stumps of the vines reached out of the ground like old women's hands.


  They were well into the hollow when the Dons fired.


  Four of the newcomers from Churchill were just ahead of Owensford. When the volley lashed their hollow they hit the dirt in perfect formation. Peter crawled forward to compliment them on how well they'd learned the training-book exercises. All four were dead.


  He was thirty meters into the hollow. In front of him was a network of red stripes weaving through the air a meter above the ground. He'd seen it at the Point, an interlocking network of crossfire guided by laser beams. Theoretically the Xanadu technicians should be able to locate the mirrors, or even the power plants, but the network hung there, unmoving.


  Some of the men didn't know what it was and charged into it. After a while there was a little wall of dead men and boys at its edge. No one could advance, and snipers began to pick off any of the still figures that tried to move. Peter lay there, wondering if any of the other companies were making progress. His men lay behind bodies for the tiny shelter a dead comrade might give. One by one his troops died as they lay there in the open, in the bright sunshine of a dying vineyard.


  In late afternoon it began to rain, first a few drops, then harder, finally a storm that cut off all visibility. The men could crawl back to their dugouts and they did. There were no orders for a retreat.


  Peter found small groups of men and sent them out for wounded. It was hard to get men to go back into the hollow, even in the driving rainstorm, and he had to go with them or they would melt away to vanish in the mud and gloom. Eventually there were no more wounded to find.


   


  The scene in the trenches was a shambled hell of bloody mud. Men fell into the dugouts and lay where they fell, too tired and scared to move. Some were wounded and died there in the mud, and others fell on top of them, trampling the bodies down and out of sight because no one had energy to move them. Peter was the only officer in the battalion until late afternoon. The company was his now and the men were calling him “Captain.”


  Then Stromand came into the trenches carrying a bundle.


  Incredibly, Allan Roach was unwounded. The huge wrestler stood in Stromand's path. “What is that?” he demanded.


  “Leaflets. To boost morale,” Stromand said nervously.


  Roach stood immobile. “While we were out there you were off printing leaflets?”


  “I had orders,” Stromand said. He backed nervously away from the big sergeant. His hand rested on a pistol butt.


  “Roach,” Peter said calmly. “Help me with the wounded, please.”


  Roach stood in indecision. Finally he turned to Peter. “Yes, sir.”


   


  At dawn Peter had eighty effectives to hold the lines. The Dons could have walked through during the night if they'd tried, but they were strangely quiet. Peter went from dugout to dugout, trying to get a count of his men. Two hundred wounded sent to rear areas. He could count a hundred thirteen dead. That left ninety-four vanished. Died, deserted, ground into the mud; he didn't know.


  There hadn't been any general attack. The International volunteer commander had thought that even though the general attack was called off, this would be a splendid opportunity to show what morale could do. It had done that, all right.


  The Republican command was frantic. The war was stalemated; which meant the superior forces of the Dons were slowly grinding them down. The war for freedom would soon be lost.


  In desperation they sent a large group to the south where the front was stable. The last attack had been planned to the last detail; this one was to depend entirely, on surprise. Peter's remnants were reinforced with pieces of other outfits and fresh volunteers, and sent against the enemy. They were on their own.


  The objective was an agricultural center called Zara-goza, a small town amid olive groves and vineyards. Peter's column moved through the groves to the edge of town. Surprise was complete.


  The battle did not last long. A flurry of firing, quick advances, and the enemy retreated, leaving Peter's company with a clear victory. From the little communications he could arrange, his group had advanced further than any other. They were the spearhead of freedom in the south.


  They marched in to cheering crowds. His army looked like scarecrows, but women held their children up to see their liberators. It made it all worthwhile: the stupidity of the generals, the heat and mud and cold and dirt and lice, all of it forgotten in triumph.


  More troops came in behind them, but Peter's company camped at the edge of their town, their place of freedom. The next day the army would advance again; if the war could be made fluid, fought in quick battles of fast-moving men, it might yet be won. Certainly, Peter thought, certainly the people of Santiago were waiting for them. They'd have support from the population. How long could the Dons hold?


  Just before dark they heard shots in the town.


  He brought his duty squad on the run, dashing through the dusty streets, past the pockmarked adobe walls to the town square. The military police were there.


  “Never saw such pretty soldiers,” Allan Roach said.


  Peter nodded.


  “Captain, where do you think they got those shiny boots? And the new rifles? Seems we never have good equipment for the troops, but the police always have more than enough....”


  A small group of bodies lay like broken dolls at the foot of the churchyard wall. The priest, the mayor, and three young men. “Monarchists. Carlists,” someone whispered. Some of the townspeople spat on the bodies.


  An old man was crouched beside one of the dead. He held the youthful head cradled in his hands and blood poured through his fingers. He looked at Peter with dull eyes. “Why are you here?” he asked. “Are there not richer worlds for you to conquer?”


  Peter turned away without answering. He could think of nothing to say.


   


  “Captain!”


  Peter woke to Allan Roach's urgent whisper.


  “Cap'n, there's something moving down by the stream. Not the Dons. Mister Stromand's with 'em, above five men. Officers, I think, from headquarters.”


  Peter sat upright. He hadn't seen Stromand since the disastrous attack three hundred kilometers to the north. The man wouldn't have lasted five minutes in combat among his former comrades. “Anyone else know?”


  “Albers, nobody else. He called me.”


  “Let's go find out what they want. Quietly, Allan.” As they walked silently in the hot night, Peter frowned to himself. What were staff officers doing in his company area, near the vanguard of the advancing Republican forces? And why hadn't they called him?


  They followed the small group down the nearly dry creekbed to the town wall. When their quarry halted, they stole closer until they could hear.


  “About here,” Stromand's bookish voice said. “This will be perfect.”


  “How long do we have?” Peter recognized the German accent of the staff officer who'd briefed them. The next voice was even more of a shock.


  “Two hours. Enough time, but we must go quickly.” It was Cermak, second in command of the volunteer forces. “It is set?”


  “Yes.”


  “Hold it.” Peter stepped out from the shadows, his rifle held to cover the small group. Allan Roach moved quickly away from him so that he also threatened them. “Identify yourselves.”


  “You know who we are, Owensford,” Stromand snapped.


  “Yes. What are you doing here?”


  “That is none of your business, Captain,” Cermak answered. “I order you to return to your company area and say nothing about seeing us.”


  “In a minute. Major, if you continue moving your hand toward your pistol, Sergeant Roach will cut you in half. Allan, I'm going to have a look at what they were carrying. Cover me.”


  “Right.”


  “You can't!” The German staff officer moved toward Peter.


  Owensford reacted automatically, the rifle swinging upward in an uppercut that caught the German under the chin. The man fell with a strangled cry and lay still in the dirt. Everyone stood frozen; it was obvious that Cermak and Stromand were more worried about being heard than Peter was.


  “Interesting,” Peter said. He squatted over the device they'd set by the wall. “A bomb of some kind, from the timers—Jesus!”


  “What is it, Cap'n?”


  “A fission bomb,” Peter said slowly. “They were going to leave a fission bomb here. To detonate in two hours, did you say?” he asked conversationally. His thoughts whirled, but he could find no explanation; and he was very surprised at how calm he was acting. “Why?”


  No one answered.


  “Why blow up the only advancing force in the Republican army?” Peter asked wonderingly. “They can't be traitors. The Dons wouldn't have these on a platter—but—Stromand, is there a new CD warship in orbit here? New fleet forces to stop this war?”


  More silence.


  “What does it mean?” Allan Roach asked. His rifle was steady, and there was an edge to his voice. “Why use an atom bomb on their own men?”


  “The ban,” Peter said. “One thing the CD does enforce. No nukes.” He was hardly aware that he spoke aloud. “The CD inspectors will see the spearhead of the Republican army destroyed by nukes, and think the Dons did it. They're the only ones who could benefit from it. So the CD cleans up on the Carlists, and these bastards end up in charge when the fleet pulls out. That's it, isn't it? Cermark? Stromand?”


  “Of course,” Stromand said. “You fool, come with us, then. Leave the weapons in place. We're sorry we didn't think we could trust you with the plan, but it was just too important... it means winning the war.”


  “At what price?”


  “A low price. A few battalions of soldiers and one village. Far more are killed every week. A comparatively bloodless victory.”


  Allan Roach spat viciously. “If that's freedom, I don't want any. You ask any of them?” He waved toward the village.


  Peter remembered the cheering crowds. He stooped down to the weapon and examined it closely. “Any secret to disarming this? If there is, you're standing as close to it as I am.”


  “Wait,” Stromand shouted. “Don't touch it, leave it, come with us. You'll be promoted, you'll be a hero of the movement—”


  “Disarm it or I'll have a try,” Peter said. He retrieved his rifle and waited.


  After a moment Stromand bent down to the bomb. It was no larger than a small suitcase. He took a key from his pocket and inserted it, then turned dials. “It is safe now.”


  “I'll have another look,” Peter said. He bent over the weapon. Yes, a large iron bar had been moved through the center of the device, and the fissionables couldn't come together. As he examined it there was a flurry of activity.


  “Hold it!” Roach commanded. He raised his rifle; but Political Officer Stromand had already vanished into the darkness. “I'll go after him, Cap'n.” They could hear thrashing among the olive trees nearby.


  “No. You'd never catch him. Not without making a big stir. And if this story gets out, the whole Republican cause is finished.”


  “You are growing more intelligent,” Cermak said. “Why not let us carry out our plan now?”


  “I'll be damned,” Peter said. “Get out of here, Cermak. Take your staff carrion with you. And if you send the military police after me or Sergeant Roach, just be damned sure this story—and the bomb—will get to the CD inspectors. Don't think I can't arrange it.”


  Cermak shook his head. “You are making a mistake—”


  “The mistake is lettin' you go,” Roach said. “Why don't I shoot him? Or cut his throat?”


  “There'd be no point in it,” Peter said. “If Cermak doesn't stop him, Stromand will be back with the MP's. No, let them go.”


   


  They advanced thirty kilometers in the next three days, crossing the valley with its dry river of sand at the bottom, moving swiftly into the low brush on the other side, up to the top of the ridge: and they were halted. Artillery and rockets exploded all around them. There was no one to fight, only unseen enemies on the next ridge, and the fire poured into their positions for three days.


  The enemy fire was holding them, while the glare and heat of Thurstone's sun punished them. Men became snowblind, and wherever they looked there was only one color, fiery yellow. When grass and trees caught fire they could hardly notice the difference.


  When the water was gone they retreated. There was nothing else to do. Back across the valley, past the positions they'd won, halting to let other units get past while they held the road; and on the seventh day after they left it, they were back on the road where they'd jumped off into the valley.


  There was no organization. Peter was the only officer among 172 men of a battalion that had neither command nor staff; just 172 men too tired to care.


  “We've the night, anyway,” Roach said. He sat next to Peter and took out a cigarette. “Last tobacco in the battalion, Cap'n. Share?”


  “No, thanks. Keep it all.”


  “One night to rest,” Roach said again. “Seems like forever, a whole night without anybody shooting at us.”


  Fifteen minutes later Peter's radio squawked. He listened, hearing the commands over static and jamming. “Call the men together,” Peter ordered when he'd heard it out.


  “It's this way,” he told them. “We still hold Zaragoza.


  There's a narrow corridor into the town, and unless somebody gets down there to hold it open, we'll lose the village. If that goes, the whole position in the valley's lost.”


  “Cap'n, you can't ask it!” The men were incredulous. “Go back down into there? You can't make us do that!”


  “No. I can't make you. But remember Zaragoza? Remember how the people cheered us when we marched in? It's our town. Nobody else set those people free. We did. And there's nobody else who can go help keep them free, either. No other reinforcements. Will we let them down?”


  “We can't,” Allan Roach said. “It needs doing. I'll come with you, Cap'n.”


  One by one the others got to their feet. The ragged column marched down the side of the ridge, out of the cool heights where their water was assured, down into the valley of the river of sand.


   


  They were half a kilometer from the town at dawn. Troops were streaming down the road toward them, others running through the olive groves on both sides.


  “Tanks!” someone shouted. “Tanks are coming!”


  It was too late. The enemy armor had passed around Zaragoza and was closing on them fast. Other troops followed behind. Peter felt a bitter taste and prepared to dig into the olive groves. It would be their last battle.


  An hour later they were surrounded. Two hours passed as they fought to hold the useless olive groves. The tanks had long since passed their position and gone but the enemy was still all around them. The shooting stopped, and silence lay through the grove.


  Peter crawled across the perimeter of his command: a hundred meters, no more. He had fewer than fifty men.


  Allan Roach lay in a shallow hole at one edge. Ripe olives shaken from the trees fell into it with him, partially covering him, and when Peter came close, the sergeant laughed. “Makes you feel like a salad,” he said, brushing away more olives. “What do we do, Cap'n? Why you think they quit-shooting?”


  “Wait and see.”


  It didn't take long. “Will you surrender?” a voice called.


  “To whom?” Peter demanded.


  “Captain Hans Ort, Second Friedland Armored Infantry.”


  “Mercenaries,” Peter hissed. “How did they get here? The CD was supposed to have a quarantine....”


  “Your position is hopeless, and you are not helping your comrades by holding it,” the voice shouted.


  “We're keeping you from entering the town!” Peter answered.


  “For a while. We can go in any time, from the other side. Will you surrender?”


  Peter looked helplessly at Roach. He could hear the silence among the men. They didn'tsay anything, and Peter was proud of them. But, he thought, I don't have any choice. “Yes,” he shouted.


  The Friedlanders wore dark green uniforms, and looked very military compared to Peter's scarecrows. “Mercenaries?” Captain Ort asked.


  Peter opened his mouth to answer defiance. A voice interrupted him. “Of course they're mercenaries.” Ace Barton limped up to them.


  Ort looked at them suspiciously. “Very well. You wish to speak with them, Captain Barton?”


  “Sure. I'll get some of 'em out of your hair,” Barton said. He waited until the Friedlander was gone. “Pete, you almost blew it. If you'd said you were volunteers, Ort would have turned you over to the Dons. This way, he keeps you. And believe me, you'd rather be with him.”


  “What are you doing here?” Peter demanded.


  “Captured up north,” Barton said. “By these guys. There's a recruiter for Falkenberg's outfit back in the rear area. I signed up, and they've got me out hunting good men for Falkenberg. You want to join, you can. We get off this planet next week; and of course you won't fight here.”


  “I told you, I'm not a mercenary—”


  “What are you?” Barton asked. “Nothing you can go back to. Best you can look forward to is being interned. Here, come on to town. You don't have to make up your mind just yet.” They walked through the olive groves toward the Zaragoza town wall. “You opted for CD service,” Barton said.


  “Yes. Not to be one of Falkenberg's—”


  “You think everything's going to be peaceful out here when the CoDominium fleet pulls out?”


  “No. But I like to choose my wars.”


  “You want a cause. So did I, once. Now I'll settle for what I've got. Two things to remember, Pete. In an outfit like Falkenberg's, you don't choose your enemies, but you'll never have to break your word. And just what will you do for a living now?”


  He had no answer to that. They walked on in silence.


  “Somebody's got to keep order out here,” Barton said. “Think about it.”


  They had reached the town. The Friedland mercenaries hadn't entered it; now a column of monarchist soldiers approached. Their boots were dusty and their uniforms torn, so that they looked little different from the remnants of Peter's command.


  As the monarchists reached the town gates, the village people ran out of their houses. They lined both sides of the streets, and as the Carlists entered the public square, there was a loud cheer.
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  Science fiction tends to pride itself on anticipating and predicting technological advances and their implications. Heinlein’s Mobile Infantry from Starship Troopers, for example, come closer to reality every day. When those predicted advances fly in the face of the physically, intellectually, and morally possible, science fiction tends to fail. Conversely, when the impossible is shut out, science fiction can postulate other, more promising technologies and approaches.
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  Ken now brings that expertise to bear to utterly smash any number of illusions and delusions commonly found in the science fiction world with regards to space travel and space combat. With those out of the way, maybe we can start writing about ideas that might actually work.


  THE HOT EQUATIONS: THERMODYNAMICS AND MILITARY SF


  “Amateurs think about tactics, but professionals think about logistics.”


  —General Robert H. Barrow, 27th Commandant of the Marine Corps, 1980


   


  And futurists think about thermodynamics.


   


  The maxim about tactics and logistics has been truth on the ground since Napoleon, and has been alluded to by writers going back to Sun-Tzu. As combat moves from the bosom of the Earth, and into orbital and interplanetary space, it will be limited by increasingly complex logistics and by thermodynamics.


  Ignoring thermodynamics is one of the cardinal sins of science fiction authors writing military SF; the same authors who wouldn't dream of saying that a Colt 1911A fires a .40 caliber bullet will blithely walk into even more galling gaffes through simple ignorance and unquestioned assumptions.


   


  Thermodynamics and You


   


  For those who stopped shy of doing thermo classes in college, or who took the class and went on to do something less mind-bendingly insane with their lives, the basic role of thermodynamics is moving heat from where you have it to where you want it to be. Anyone who's fired a gun and had hot brass hit them in the chest or arm has experienced the first rule of thermodynamics: It never quite works the way you want it to. Hot brass is why caseless ammo never took off in the late '80s and early '90s; ejecting hot brass is a surprisingly effective way to manage the thermodynamics of a breech-loading gun. The rifles firing caseless ammo had a high jam rate because the heat normally rejected by throwing the case out the slide was retained in the feed mechanism, which would expand and evaporate lubricants. While the manufacturer solved the problem with a much more expensive feed mechanism, it raised the price of the gun, and NATO didn't adopt it.


  The current problem child of the Pentagon, the F-35 Lightning II, is also running into thermodynamic constraints. The exhaust from the vectored thrust on the F-35C is hot enough to deform steel, and require the ships slated to carry it to move temperature sensitive stores from the spaces under the landing deck. There are currently engineering studies on new surfaces for those decks that can sustain the pressure and temperature combination, and the reports are an exercise in schadenfreude if your mind runs to an engineering bent.


  While these examples illustrate the mundanity of thermodynamic limits on the earth, in space, thermodynamics is even more constraining. There are three ways to remove waste heat from a system: convection, conduction and radiation.


  If you think of a pot of boiling water, you get to see all three of them in action: The interface where water converts to steam and heats up the air, causing the air to circulate is convection. It's the most efficient way to remove waste heat from a system—heat up the gas or liquid of the surrounding environment, let its expansion trigger circulation, and thermodynamics gets easier to manage—at least until you're melting the deck plates under your quarter-billion-dollar jets on takeoff.


  The part of the handle on the pan that gets hot—and the reason why there's an insulated grip for you to hold on to—is conduction. Thermal conduction, like electrical conduction, varies with the material; metals are mediocre conductors of heat; surprisingly diamond and carbon nanotubes are the top dog in this area. Thermal conduction, by and large, is a problem.


  The IR signature of your pot of boiling water is radiation; you can detect IR by moving your hand next to the pot and feeling the heat radiating off of it. Radiation is the least efficient way of disposing of waste heat…and the only one available in space.


   


  Space as a Sensor Environment


   


  When you look at the night sky, the first impression your brain makes is "Gosh, that's dark, you can't see anything." Space, at least from the context of sensors, is an amazingly friendly environment for two reasons.


  The first is the lack of a horizon. At the time this was written, I can be reasonably certain you were born and raised on the surface of a planet; you automatically assume that there is a horizon. You are inclined to think that there's a distance beyond which something can't be seen, due to the curvature of the assumed planetary body.


  In space, the horizon assumption is almost always wrong. The one exception is Low Earth Orbit (LEO), where the limb of the earth can temporarily obscure something for roughly an eighth of an orbital period; this is about a 15-minute window, tops. Detection range is never limited by terrain for militarily significant increments of time.


  In modern sensor paradigms, there's detection range, identification range, and targeting range. In space, object detection is fundamentally one of time. Current consumer-grade hardware is capable of processing full sky searches for anomalies against the background in seconds. The number of Earth-crossing objects we identify doubles every six to seven months, and that's before putting a skywatch platform in the Earth-Sol L1 position to see them as they reflect sunlight back at the sun from a different angle.


  Thermodynamic radiation is what defines the detection parameter in space. Conduction means that objects develop hot spots and reach radiative equilibrium over their surface. This radiative equilibrium is called the “black body” temperature. At Earth's orbital distance, that temperature is about 250 to 260 Kelvin (K) depending on the material and surface color. If you look at the sky with an IR sensor, you can identify dark objects by their black body temperature. The background of space has a temperature of about 2 to 5 K, and spotting something a few hundred degrees warmer is easy, provided you can take enough pictures, stitch them together and compare them to your last data processing pass.


  How much time do you have? Consider that going from LEO to Lunar orbit is roughly a three-day trip. Going from Earth to Mars is a 9-month trip at an optimum conjunction with current technologies. Even with long duration drives, minimum travel times from Earth to Mars will still take six to eight weeks.


   


  Detecting Spaceships


   


  We're spotting asteroids via the temperature differential between 250 to 260 K and the 2 to 5 K background temperature of space. Water ice melts at 273.15 K. Room temperature is 20 to 25 degrees C, which is 293 to 298 K. Human crews need some part of the ship at room temperature, and that's 30-40 K warmer than blackbody re-radiation temperature at Earth's orbit. If everything else is turned off, your life support systems make your ship a dim, but visually distinct object.


  Power generation, even by solar collection, only makes it worse. Terrestrial power plants dissipate waste heat by circulating a working fluid. On a nuclear submarine, they can use the thermal mass of the surrounding ocean as a heat sink and gain vastly in efficiency. On a spaceship, that's not an option. You only get rid of heat by radiation, and power plants run hotter than life support systems.


  Useful work is done by the temperature differential between the hot and cold side of a power plant. Using the archetypal hot equation – the Stefan-Boltzmann black body radiation law, j=σT4, radiative efficiency (j) increases at the fourth power of the temperature of your radiator times the Boltzmann constant. The radiance (brightness) of your radiator per unit area also goes up with the fourth power of your radiator temperature—the more effective your radiator is at dissipating waste heat, the brighter it will be. Optimizing your radiator mass and efficiency along with your power source means you want the smallest, hottest running radiators you can manage with the widest delta between radiator temperature and reactor temperature. The place where those curves cross is radiators running at 75 percent of your reactor temperature, radiating 3.5 to 5 Watts per Watt of useful energy generated.


  A water-cooled nuclear reactor has a core temperature of ~575 K. In space, the radiators would run at 450 K. Smaller, lighter, more efficient reactors use liquid metals—like sodium on the Russian Alfa-class submarine—rather than water, and run with the reactor core at around 900 to 1,100 K. Gas-core nuclear reactors can use liquid sodium-potassium eutectic alloys with core temperatures in the 1,400 to 1,600 K range. These result in radiators running at 700 to 1,100 K, and that's a very bright signal that doesn't exist naturally in space. (Getting liquid metal to a radiator surface and back to the reactor in a free-fall environment is also a non-trivial engineering problem.)


  The same equations that make your power plant and radiators visible make most reaction drives pushing useful payloads VERY visible. The archetypal fusion torch with an operating temperature of 3,000 K and putting out a few hundred megawatts of drive power, would be naked eye visible from a planetary surface most of the way to Jupiter, and would take most of a year to get there.


  The usual counter-argument made is "I'll just drift in, with engines cold and go undetected." Your life support system and power plant will be a detectable signal once your engine turns off, and they'll know where to look. Your engine brightness will give a decent approximation of your distance from the observation platform—multiple platforms will give you the ability to triangulate and narrow that down. With the distance and proper motion, forward-plotting your orbit is an easily automated mathematics problem, and you'll be on that plot until you turn on your engines again.


  With an emissions spectrum on your drive flare, plus distance and proper motion, they can determine the mass pushed by that drive flare. Making your space battleship look like a space rowboat doesn't work, and neither do decoys, which need the same drive signature, apparent motion, and mass as the ship they're duplicating.


  Right around this point, people desperate to make stealth in space work throw up sunshades, expendable coolants, positioning radiators away from the sensors of the enemy, and attempts to slingshot around planets to get "invisible" course changes. Thermodynamics and travel times render those moot.


  Between the lack of a horizon, travel times, and the thermodynamics of power generation and propulsion, reaction drive space fleets will be detected on passive sensors long before they get into combat range. Within combat range, you'll need active sensors for a target lock-on, and those may be spoofable.


  Barring some method (which will be visible in and of itself) to take out all the possible sensor platforms, you will be detected in space, and you'll be seen weeks in advance of reaching your destination.


   


  Plausible Propulsion Systems


   


  Another cherished trope will get cooked on the radiators of thermodynamics: The ship that can land on a planet and take off again without a major industrial civilization to refuel it. We've seen this ship—the Serenity and the Millennium Falcon and the Corsair X1 and nearly every rocket ship Robert Heinlein ever wrote about.


  There are three broad categories of propulsion systems that match physics as we know it: electromagnetic rockets and thermodynamic rockets, and sails.


  There are three useful performance numbers to keep in mind: 5 milligees, 600 milligees, and 3,000 milligees (3 gravities). A milligee is 1/1000th of a g, or 0.00980665 meters per second squared. 5 milligees is the minimum thrust needed to break solar orbits and do direct thrust between two points in the Solar System. At less than 5 milligees, changing orbits means timing thrusts for opposite sides of that orbit around the sun. 600 milligees is a round number for "high thrust" short duration burns. These are for Hohmann transfer orbits and crossing the Van Allen radiation belts. 3,000 milligees is the minimum thrust to get from Earth's surface to low earth orbit with a useful payload. Where classic SF gets it wrong is assuming that you can have one propulsion system that meets all three requirements.


   


  Basic Rocketry


   


  Rockets rely on Newton's Third Law—for every action there's an equal and opposite reaction. Rockets have two competing constraints: mass flow rate (shown as m*), which is how much mass you're throwing sternward per unit increment of time, and specific impulse (ISp), which is how fast each unit of mass is moving once thrown. M* compared to the total mass of your rocket determines acceleration. ISp, when compared to the natural logarithm of the ratio of your rocket's fully fueled mass to its dry fuel tank mass, is a measure of your rocket's fuel economy and is expressed in seconds. The total amount of velocity change a rocket has is ΔV, and can be thought of as the total fuel in the tank; while you won't stop when you run out of ΔV, you won't be able to slow down at your destination, either. Your rocket will have a maximum thermodynamic limit; this is how much energy you can put through the rocket each second without melting it. Rockets with very high thermodynamic limits are hard on the real estate market near the launch facility. They don't have to be nuclear rockets to be objectionable; nobody wants to be downwind of a rocket exhaust of high molar concentration hydrofluoric acid either.


  Within a given thermodynamic output, m* and ISp work in opposition—you can't increase one without reducing the other. It's possible to make high mass flow rockets with lots of thrust, and it's possible to make very fuel efficient rockets with thrust measured in gnat-belches. It's not easy to make a high thrust rocket with useful ISp.


  ISp relies on how fast you can throw individual particles sternwards; it's easier to accelerate a lighter particle than a heavier one. In Heinlein's Rocket Ship Galileo, the namesake rocket uses zinc as its reaction mass, filtered through a hot nuclear reactor. Zinc has an atomic mass of 65 or so, while real world rockets have exhaust byproducts with a mass of about 10. If the zinc were leaving the back of the rocket at the same temperature and as the tail end of a LOX/H2 rocket, you'd need 6.5x as much mass of zinc as you'd need rocket fuel. Heinlein casually sidesteps this issue by using a nuclear heater, presumably to get the zinc to vaporize at about 1400 K. Even if you accept the incredibly high temperature nuclear reactor, the zinc-propellant NERVA engine is problematic thermodynamically and radiologically. You wouldn't want to be anywhere near where the Galileo took off without a HASMAT suit.


  To get to orbit, you need a high m* rocket that also has an ISp high enough to make the payload fraction useful. The Space Shuttle, one of the most efficient chemical rockets ever built, had a payload fraction of 5 percent. SpaceX's Falcon 9 has a payload fraction of 2.5 percent. Nothing in science fiction has a payload fraction that small, and getting off planets is tricky and expensive. My gut hunch is that it will take laser-based launch systems to make standard SF-grade ground-to-orbit launches, but laser launchers mean your rocket doesn't come down from orbit, refuel at a lake, and take off again after the adventure is over.


  ISp is more important than m* for every other use of a rocket, because it sets your fuel fraction for a given amount of ΔV. Space is much friendlier for high ISp drives—the low m* and low thrust isn't a handicap if you can get to 5 milligees, and nobody will notice the radioactive exhaust. Unfortunately, the higher the exhaust velocity, the likelier it is that the exhaust has a temperature in the 3000 K or higher range, which brings us right back to thermodynamic detection.


  The Space Shuttle Main Engine had an ISp of 470, and was a Rube Goldberg contraption pumping cryogenic hydrogen and oxygen past the engine to regeneratively cool it, running a little bit past the rated design spec. The cheaper to operate, but less efficient Falcon 9 has an estimated ISp of about 290 seconds. NERVA open core nuclear rockets using hydrogen as propellant had ISps of 1200 seconds with a thrust of around 400 milligees. The ion thrusters used by NASA's probes to Pluto have ISPs of around 10,000 seconds with a thrust of around 4 milligees.


   


  Electromagnetic and Thermodynamic Rockets


   


  There are two ways to get reaction mass to exit your rocket at a high rate of speed: Electromagnetic repulsion and thermodynamic explosions. Of these two, electromagnetic repulsion is more fuel efficient, while thermodynamic rockets can vary their fuel flow rates and get higher thrust. Higher thrust rates don't reduce travel times by very much; they do give you wider launch windows. If you need to send something to overtake a rocket that launched two weeks ago, you need a higher thrust rocket and will spend fuel extravagantly.


  You can't do the Heinlein-style “lead the destination by a bit, burn, flip over, burn to decelerate” brachiostone orbits without sustaining multi-week burns at 600 milligees. Unless something dramatic happens to our knowledge of physics, there is no plausible way to make these drives.


   


  Solar Sails


   


  Sails are the most primitive form of beamed-power propulsion; they get 2-3 milligees off of the solar photons or the solar wind, and can be boosted to 5 milligees with laser augmentation. From a worldbuilding perspective, light sails are for low priority cargos, and a typical light sail ship won't have a crew due to long travel times. As this essay is being written, Rolls Royce is trying to interest shipping lines in completely unmanned container ships that are piloted by telepresence in harbors, and solar sail ships aren't running in an environment where there's weather, and in a bath of corrosive fluid. Unlike Terrestrial piracy, everyone will see that the cargo was hijacked, so the pirate won't be relying on fences or economic intermediaries. The order of the day is something the pirates can use directly, not re-sell for capital. A light sail delivery queue will be like a pipeline, with regular, predictable launches and long transit times. The companies owning them will probably face vertical integration pressure to own the boosting lasers, but there may be space for leasing laser pushes as a service. Any company owning pusher lasers has a weaponizable military asset, and one that is losing revenue whenever it's not in use.


   


  Orbital Mechanics Constraints


   


  There are a number of constraints put on space commerce and space travel by realistic rockets. The first is that ΔV is a finite asset, and the second is that forward plotting your acceleration makes it very easy to figure out where you're going. There's no way to suddenly change course from Mars to Jupiter, any more than there's an easy way to drive from Florida to Greenland if you decide not to stop in Omaha. Your destination will be obvious based on the performance parameters of your drive, the direction you're thrusting in and the relative positions of the planets. This changes somewhat when working with the Jovian Trojan asteroids and the asteroids of the main belt.


   


  Building a Setting


   


  With those three types of propulsion systems, and a willingness to look at how science and physics—including thermodynamics—shapes operations, we can build a setting.


  We have three viable forms of propulsion; sails are used for "bulk cargo" and are very predictable in their travel windows; sailships are probably completely automated. Electromagnetic rockets are the default propulsion system for civilian time-sensitive cargo. Thermodynamic rockets are used by the military or the military analogs, because they offer the most flexibility in launch window reactions. There will be specialized rockets designed to work as high-thrust tugs to cross Earth's Van Allen belts, and Jupiter's radiation belts. Every planet and moon with a useful surface is easier to take off from than Earth, so we can all but ignore the ground-to-orbit problem; I'll handwave and say Earth has mature laser-based launchers.


  Because of the 5 milligee thrust used for interplanetary travel, orbital position matters. Launch windows will be planned around for months in advance. Travel times will be around 2 months to 5 months between Earth orbit and Mars orbit. Travel times to Ceres or Vesta will vary from 3-5 months from Earth and could be from 1 to 5 months from Mars. Gaps between transit windows mean a long wait for the next one – six to nine months. Missing your transit window is a good way to have to find some other job to do until the next passage opens up.


  Travel times from Earth or Mars to the Jovian moon system will be roughly a year, each way – and the same applies to going to either of the Jovian Trojan asteroid groups. The Jovian moons become, to some extent, the Wild West of the setting – the radiation zones are lethal, but they're the most easily accessible source of water ice and volatiles in the solar system, and shipping water ice from the Jovian systems with sailships is probably a big business. Having a family buy a stake in the ice and live on the towed ice-berg for its 2-year journey, selling ice and volatiles along the way seems a reasonable business model. That family probably made their money in the Jovians and wants to head back to some place civilized…and not all the visitors might be looking to buy what they can take by force.


  It's not just the cargos that are valuable. If 3D printing takes off like it's expected to, transport of manufactured goods takes a serious hit in profitability. Transport of people who can solve local problems with the materials at hand without dealing with a light-speed lag may be worthwhile in places where telepresence can't hack it. Widespread use of 3D printing may solve one of the other great constraints of military operations: Keeping people fed. If you can feed protein stocks through a 3D printer to grow steaks, and have a way of turning your wastes into more protein, say through an algae tank, you get something that's pretty close to the cafeteria from the original Star Trek.


   


  ΔV and Piracy


   


  Rockets will have enough ΔV to reach their intended destination in a reasonable time frame, but they won't have any extra for random tourism. In this, rockets are closer to being railroads than ocean liners; a rocket can't divert from the Sulu Sea to New Guinea the way a surface-going ship can. Interplanetary launch windows will have clusters of ships moving to the same destination—think of Heinlein's The Rolling Stones. If one ship has a medical emergency, or a mechanical problem, other ships will be close enough at hand to send help. Something akin to the dynamics of either version of Battlestar Galactica might occur—there may be ships on the routes working as agricultural sources or floating casinos or entertainment centers for other passengers in the convoy.


  There are points in time where these convoys are vulnerable; any time where they have to expend a certain amount of ΔV to make their destination is a place where an enterprising pirate can ply his trade, particularly if the pirate has the ΔV to go somewhere else. These points include the “flip over” burn and the sequence of burns needed to reach an insertion orbit around the final destination; in the Jovian system, this is the place where you meet the tug to ferry you through the radiation zones, and in the Jovian system, transit around the moons is a secondary traffic control mess.


  Many rockets ships will have the ability to do one or two 600 milligee burns, probably from a chemical rocket carried for emergency purposes. This is situational rescue capability, either for yourself or to respond to a distress signal. They can also be used to make a least-fuel transit to a known safe location using a (fairly easily) calculated Hohmann transfer orbit. Hopefully, your life support can hold out for the months that a least-fuel transit will take…but that's a framework in which one could tell an interesting lifeboat-style story.


   


  Space Combat


   


  You'll notice that I haven't described the weapons used in this setting. I suspect space combat is going to be incredibly dull as a ship-to-ship action. With thrusts measured in single digit milligees to high performance military craft going into the tens of milligees, combat maneuvering won't matter for civilian craft, and might matter for military craft. In the Ten Worlds setting I made for Attack Vector: Tactical, I added a combat-mode thrust to give ships thrusts in the 0.75 to 1.5 G range; while the physics doesn't quite say that amount of thrust is impossible, it is highly speculative engineering and is included to make the game fun to play. Without that high thrust combat mode, the primary weapon will be a two-stage rocket. The first stage is a recoverable high ISp ion drive that spends days getting up to speed, then decouples and maneuvers for recovery. The second stage is chemically fueled rockets that light up in when certain launch parameters are met. The warheads will be fragmentation shot meant to hit the target with shrapnel at 3-10 km/sec of relative velocity. To be survivable, ships will have a lot of dispersed structure – they won't be armored. Even without armor, ships can take a lot of abuse; unlike naval or air-to-air combat, the operating environment won't destroy you with a loss of hull integrity. You may die when the life support system sprouts holes, but your ship won't blow up, sink, or suffer rapid aerodynamic disassembly.


  Kinetic impact weapons moving at these velocities have defensive mechanisms that rely on giving the projectile something to spend its energy on. NASA calls these “Whipple shields” after the scientist who developed them. There's a thin shell of hard material, and a lot of aerogel behind it. A projectile will shatter on impact and the fragments, with more surface area, will convert their kinetic energy to heat as they move through the layers behind it. More active defensive measures are counter-missiles that run on opposite courses to kill the rocket before it fragments, or “spiderweb” drones aimed at setting up umbrellas of artificial fibers to catch fragments and let them break up on impact with something less valuable than the primary target.


  Because kinetic energy goes up at the square of impact velocity, explosive warheads become passe in space combat. At 3 km/sec of impact velocity, an object delivers kinetic energy equal to its mass in TNT; at 3.5 km/sec of impact velocity, the kinetic energy conversion starts to exceed most reasonably stable military explosives. At 6-7 km/sec you're running four to five and a half times the energy density of TNT. Kinetic energy comparable to nuclear weapons start in the 80 to 100 km/sec of impact velocity. For those with a bent towards space opera, relativity gives a 1 percent boost to the kinetic energy of impact at 0.25 c, or 75,000 km/sec, and it rises rapidly from there.


  In space, unlike air-to-air combat, firing solutions are easy—the target can't do a tight turn and change their direction of travel. Your firing solution will do Newtonian transformations, putting all the velocity in the firing platform, and will subtract the target's available thrust from the launch platform's, which is a simple enough trigonometry problem that I put it into a pen-and-paper wargame.


  Expect a lot of drones in this environment, and close to planetary infrastructure, expect lasers and disposable focal mirrors designed to kill drones and missiles. Lasers will also be used to direct beamed power to ships that use it for propulsion. The forces near an industrialized planet can get significant performance boosts by simply using beam-rider rockets for their initial boost; every kilo of fuel they don't have to carry is a kilo of additional armament or defensive measures.


  The combat actions won't be naval in nature, at least in the conventional Battle of Jutland sense. They'll be closer to anti-piracy actions in the Sea of Cebu or the Gulf of Aden; a pirate will lay in wait at a point where a ship must make a course correction – and where missing that correction by a few hours can result in everyone aboard dying of starvation – and capture the ship to hold for ransom. If you're using ice piracy from the Jovians with a crew on the sailcraft slinging ice, there's plenty of territory there for small unit actions and tense gunfights in hostile environments, both on the surface and in the caves carved in the iceberg.


  Long range military actions will be fascinating; sending an expeditionary force will take months in transit, while sending an email or arranging a (very laggy) video conference could resolve the conflict in hours at any point while the expeditionary force is en route. If the expeditionary force is going for the Jovian water mines, the residents will have six months to a year and a half, depending on orbital geometry, to get ready for them. Those troops will also be in a win-or-go-home situation. Until they secure the facilities to re-launch and re-provision the ship, the trip is functionally one way. If there's no cheap and readily reliable way to use suspended animation, then troop morale and training in transit become interesting discussions and background details. How do you keep your fighting edge when at any point in that transit, you may discover that your trip was a complete waste of time, and how do you train in the fairly cramped confines of a low-thrust ship?


   


  Major Military Actions


   


  Major military actions will be in strategically important locations. By and large, that will be planetary orbit around Earth, cislunar space, and planetary orbit around Mars. The prior actions described happen in interplanetary space, and will be low intensity conflicts of a sort, the kind of thing that would be a great “SEAL Team 6” adventure. In near-planetary orbital space, it's like a surface-warfare centric naval battle using current satellite recon: Everyone knows where everyone currently is, nobody can change their vectors by enough to matter, and the aim will be to do enough damage to infrastructure until it gets expensive enough to talk it over.


  Functionally, this becomes warfare over offshore oil platforms, not war to the knife over land that's been in the family since the days of Saladin or Washington.


   


  Conclusion


   


  Most things related to space travel and space habitation come down to thermodynamics, and those thermodynamic constraints put paid to many genre tropes, like “Space is an Ocean”. Thermodynamically limited space opera is a greatly underserved niche, in the overlapping circles of a Venn diagram between Hard SF and military science fiction.


  Editor's Introduction to:


  A PIECE OF CAKE


  by Christopher Nuttall


  Chris Nuttall, a native Edinburgian and top 100 Amazon author, shot onto the Kindleverse from a standing start and burst across the ebook sky in a crescendo of bestelling fireworks. And that’s not even talking about what’s actually in the more than two-score books he’s published via Kindle or small press. I say “standing start”, but he spent years building his literary muscles for that shooting-star jump, and he deserves every accolade and every massive Amazon check he’s received.


  “A Piece of Cake” is set in the universe of his Ark Royal series, currently four volumes and counting. It’s an interesting space opera series, pitting an outclassed Earth against a technologically superior enemy. It also had quite a lot to say about a military’s judgment on who should, and should not, be in charge of fighting our battles, how rarely we get that question right, and why it is that no English-speaking people has ever lost a naval war except to another English-speaking people. Battles, we may lose. Wars? Not yet.


  The story is a prelude to Warspite, the fourth book in the series, and serves as a fair illustration of how the principles of war can extend down all the way to the lowest levels. More than that, though, it has things to say about imagination, innovativeness, and sheer determination…and how those things can be discovered in any group or any man.


  And it is a story to make Gorgidas, Epaminondas, von Steuben, and Prince Eugene of Savoy, to name a few storied soldiers of the past, smile in their biers.


  A PIECE OF CAKE


  by Christopher Nuttall


  Historian’s Note: This story takes place just after the start of The Nelson Touch, prior to the Battle of Target One.


   


  “You know,” Colin Richards said, “I feel all alone out here.”


  John Naiser smiled at his wingman’s tone. “You are all alone out here,” he pointed out. “It’s a million miles to the carrier and dozens of light years back to civilisation.”


  Richards snorted. “This is all your fault,” he said. “If it wasn't for the incident with the woman’s swim team…”


  “Oh, shut up,” John countered. “It was you who told the Admiral that it was all in jest. And the Princess laughed.”


  He sighed at the memory. In truth, neither of them had any idea if the events just prior to their graduation from the starfighter training centre had ensured their assignment to HMS Canopus, a bulk freighter that had been hastily converted into a starfighter carrier, but it was a sore spot. Most of his graduating class had been assigned to fleet carriers and sent to the front. He and Richards—and a bunch of half-trained reservists—had been sent to the backwaters of human space. No one really expected to run into the aliens here.


  Which is why they sent the Canny Man, he thought, as he glanced through the cockpit towards the frozen mass of Bluebell. They weren't going to waste a fleet carrier on this piece of real estate.


  Bluebell was beautiful, and under other circumstances, he would have enjoyed the long flight around the gas giant. She was easily as large as Jupiter, but a glowing blue set against the twinkling light of hundreds of distant stars. Like Saturn, she was surrounded by pieces of debris and asteroids; unlike Saturn, the debris had not formed into rings, but hung around the gas giant in a surprisingly stable orbit. The navigator had loudly proclaimed, to anyone who would listen, that the system wasn't natural at all, that someone or something had shattered moons into space debris for mining purposes, yet there was no clear proof. But then, only a year ago, the idea of alien life would have been laughable.


  And then Vera Cruz taught us that we were not alone, he reminded himself. He looked back at his instruments, seeing nothing. It is better to be careful than dead.


  “Pity we can’t use the shadow tramline,” Richards called. “We could go somewhere interesting.”


  “Yeah,” John said. “But what could be more interesting than watching pieces of space debris drifting by?”


  Richards made a sneering sound. “Picking my nose?”


  John shrugged. Bluebell had been useless, prior to the war, simply because she sat on the end of a chain of tramlines. There had been no impetus to survey the system, let alone lay claim to the gas giant and its rings of debris; indeed, no one was quite sure who owned the settlement rights. It would have remained useless, if the aliens hadn't proven themselves capable of using tramlines humanity hadn't even known existed. A data-crunching astronomer had concluded that Bluebell might possess as many as three shadow tramlines, inaccessible to human starships, but all-too-accessible to the enemy. Unknown to the aliens—hopefully unknown to the aliens, he reminded himself—a chink had opened up in humanity’s rear.


  “It could be worse,” he said. “We could be separated by light years. Or one of us could be promoted. We couldn't be so close then.”


  “I suppose,” Richards said. “But I want to get out there and get stuck into the enemy.”


  John smiled. Starfighter pilots relished the challenge of battle, even though they’d also borne the brunt of heavy casualties from the early stages of the war. Not that the fleet crewmen had done much better, he knew. Two heavy fleet carriers had been vaporised at New Russia and two more had died during the alien push towards Terra Nova and Earth. Humanity had learned how to counter the aliens, how to turn some of their tricks against them, but the knowledge had been dearly bought. A third of their graduation class hadn't survived the first two months of active service.


  “You’ll get your chance,” he said. He glanced down at his console again, then frowned to himself. “I’m not getting anything from the Canny Man.”


  There was a pause. “Me neither,” Richards said. “They should have pinged us by now.”


  John felt cold ice creeping down the back of his spine. Captain Singh was no one’s ideal of the very model of a Royal Navy Captain and his insistence on proper procedure had rubbed a few of the starfighter pilots the wrong way, but he’d never let his crew slack. And no one should have allowed two starfighters to come over the horizon and advance towards the carrier without being damn sure of their identity. These days, when an alien starfighter packed weapons that could slice into a lightly-armoured fleet carrier, a moment of carelessness could be disastrous.


  “Watch your scope,” he ordered. The ping was already overdue. “And cover my rear.”


  “I’d pay money to cover your rear,” Richards responded, but there was no humour in his tone. Professionalism trumped witty banter when it seemed likely that something had gone badly wrong. “Don’t let anyone get on your bad side.”


  The sense of unease grew stronger as HMS Canopus slowly came into view. There was no real need for the carrier to remain upright, not in space, but the Royal Navy preferred to maintain the illusion of formation where possible. And Singh would hardly have allowed his crew to avoid placing his ship in the upright position, even though it was pointless. But now, Canopus was tilting firmly to one side, slowly drifting towards the gas giant’s gravity well. It was very far from normal.


  “I’m picking up no radio signals,” he said. They were practically within missile range of the modified starship! “Confirm?”


  “Confirmed,” Richards warned. “I’m not even picking up a—Jesus!”


  John swore too as the starship’s hull came into view. Something had cut into the armour, venting the entire ship. Canopus lacked the interior airlocks and blast doors of a fleet carrier—for all the good they did—and she was almost defenceless, if the enemy caught her by surprise. Now, her hull was intact, but her innards had been badly damaged. It was impossible to believe that any of her crew were left alive.


  “They must have jumped her,” he breathed. The Admiralty hadn't been too far wrong after all. Humanity’s enemies had found Bluebell and intended to use it as an advance base for an attack on Earth. “There wasn't any warning at all.”


  “Yeah,” Richards said. “They didn't get a message out before they died.”


  That we know of, John thought. There was no way to tell just how long ago Canopus had died, not from the outside. The two starfighters might well have been on the far side of the gas giant at the time. But it doesn't really matter.


  “We have twenty minutes,” Richards warned. “And then we’re fucked.”


  “Make that seventeen,” John said. Their life support packs weren’t intended for long deployments. The flight around the gas giant had drained them more than he cared to contemplate. “We need to get into the hulk and see if we can find an emergency station.”


  Richards didn't argue as the two pilots closed in on the hulk. There was no other chance of survival. Even if they’d had the fuel to make it to the tramline and the drives to jump through it, they’d run out of air long before they could be rescued. And there were no other human starships in the system. The aliens, assuming they’d stuck around to survey the system, would be more likely to come back and blast the hulk into atoms than try to rescue two stranded human pilots.


  Up close, the damage didn't look as bad as he’d feared, although he knew it could easily be an illusion. Ironically, having been designed in the early days of interstellar travel, Canopus had a layer of armour that was more effective at absorbing alien plasma bursts than some of the giant fleet carriers. But a few blasts had clearly burned through the hull and wreaked havoc on her interior. It crossed his mind that there might be no way to survive, but he pushed it aside with an effort. There was always hope.


  “I’m going to uncouple and get into the airlock,” he said, after they’d surveyed the entire hull. “If this fails, get to the drive section and try there.”


  “Understood,” Richards said. “Good luck.”


  John landed the starfighter on the carrier’s hull, then clicked a switch he’d never expected to have to use, opening the canopy to cold vacuum. In theory, his pilot suit could handle the sudden change in the environment, but the temperature dropped rapidly as the atmosphere raced out into space. Gritting his teeth, he pulled himself out of the starfighter and down towards the hull. He didn't dare lose his grip and fall into outer space. Richards might be able to save him from being lost forever, without a radio beacon or anyone to hear it, but it would waste precious oxygen. He forced himself onwards as the cold worked its way into his flesh and blood, crawling towards the airlock. It seemed to loom up in front of him as he stumbled to a halt, then pressed his cold hands into the scanner. There was a long moment of absolute nothingness, just long enough to make him panic, then the airlock hissed open.


  The system is self-contained, he reminded himself, as he stumbled inside and reached for an oxygen tank. It will remain operational until the ship herself is vaporised.


  He smiled at the thought, then attached the emergency tank to his suit. There was a hiss, then oxygen started to flow into the suit. For once, he had to admit, the bureaucrats had done a superb job. They’d insisted on emergency supplies being available at all times, guarding against eventualities only they could see. But this had worked out in his favour.


  “I’m proceeding through the inner hatch,” he said, as he keyed the switch. “Come in after me, I think.”


  The hatch hissed open, revealing a scene from hell. A young man and a slightly older woman hung in the air, spinning silently in front of him. Frozen goblets of blood drifted through the air, hitting the bulkheads and bouncing back into empty air. The gravity generator must have completely failed, he noted absently. He pulled himself forward and inspected the two bodies. They’d both died from being slammed into the bulkheads, if he was any judge. He couldn't imagine anything else that might have caused such injuries.


  “Lieutenant Montague and Midshipman Peters,” he said, out loud. Behind him, the hatch hissed open again, revealing Richards. “They deserved better.”


  “They did,” Richards agreed. “But we don’t have time to mourn them.”


  John nodded. “We need to get to the bridge,” he said. “And see what happened there.”


  The interior of Canopus was horrific. John had never considered joining the Royal Marines, or anyone else who fought up close and personal, and the sights before him were sickening. Some of the crew had died through injuries, but others had clearly suffocated to death when the atmosphere had vented out of the hull. They hadn't had time to grab masks, he saw, despite training and inclination. Canopus hadn't had masks scattered everywhere, or a system of internal airlocks. They’d died before they could reach safety.


  “The hatches are blown open,” Richards said. He glanced into what had once been a tiny compartment for the junior lieutenants to share. “I think Lieutenant Clarke died in her sleep.”


  John winced. Judy Clarke had been a good friend; she’d hoped to become a Commander Air Group one day, on one of the bigger carriers. The attrition was high enough she probably would have had her chance, once Canopus returned from Bluebell. But now she was dead, cut down in her prime. He took a long look at her body, then resumed pulling himself towards the bridge.


  The hatch was jammed, but half-open. John forced his way through the gap, silently thanking all the gods his sister believed in that he was skinny enough to fit through, then looked around the darkened compartment. Captain Singh’s body was drifting near the ceiling, his head so lopsided it was clear he'd broken his neck. Midshipwoman Jones and Lieutenant Smyth sat at their stations, both dead. Smyth had a broken neck, like the Captain, but Jones had no obvious cause of death. John inspected her body for a long moment, then realised that the loss of the compensators had led to cracked bones for the young woman. She hadn't had a chance to grab a mask before the atmosphere was lost.


  “See if you can power up the log,” Richards advised, as he moved Jones to one side and sat down at the helm console. “There should still be battery power, if nothing else.”


  John nodded. It felt odd to sit on the Captain’s chair—he’d respected Captain Singh, even if he’d never liked the man—but there was no real choice. The captain’s logbook opened up at his touch, unsurprisingly. It was an isolated system, after all, with its own internal power sources. And it was far more than just the captain’s audio log. Every sensor system on the ship fed data into the captain’s logbook. Any board of inquiry would have access to all the data the starship gathered at the time of its destruction.


  Unless the log itself was destroyed, John thought. His ID allowed him to view data, but not to change it. The Captain might not have time to launch the safeguard drone.


  “There's only a trickle of power,” Richards said. “I don’t think we can get the drives up and running.”


  “And so we die,” John said. They’d escaped certain death from suffocation, only to face the certainty of death when Canopus finally plunged into the planet’s atmosphere. “We might be able to get a shuttle working.”


  “And be sitting ducks,” Richards sneered. “I’d rather die.”


  John cursed under his breath. A shuttle would be a nice easy target for the aliens, once they got over their surprise at seeing the craft emerge from a derelict ship. And it still couldn't hope to transit the tramlines. Sooner or later, he was sure, the Royal Navy would notice it had a missing ship. But would it notice in time to save their lives?


  He looked down as the logbook opened up in front of him. Most of the data wasn’t important – there were supply shortages, crew readiness reports and the omnipresent captain’s mast proceedings – and he flicked through it impatiently. It wasn't until the last few sections that he started to see anything relevant, ending with a contact report. The captain hadn't had a chance to narrate a formal report for posterity, but he had some experience in reading the streams of data from the starship’s sensors. An alien craft had appeared out of nowhere, opened fire on the carrier and crippled her. And then–


  “They simply buggered off,” he muttered. “They didn't even bother to stick around and finish the job.”


  “Maybe they were short of time,” Richards mused. There was a sudden flare of light from the dead consoles, then half of them came to life. “Hah! Got some power!”


  John smiled. “Enough to get us out of here?”


  “Not enough for that,” Richards said. “But we can establish laser links with the stealthed recon platforms–”


  His voice broke off. “Ah.”


  John followed his gaze. “Ah, indeed.”


  On the display, glowing with angry red light, was an alien starship.


  When he spoke, Richards’s voice was hushed, as if he believed the aliens could hear them across the soundless vacuum of space.


  “They’re just holding position,” he said, slowly. “Why?”


  John shrugged. “Waiting for someone to come along and fall into their trap?”


  He considered the problem for a long moment. The moment they tried to activate the freighter’s drives, the aliens would realise that someone was still alive on Canopus and come back to finish the job. But if they tried to stay quiet, the ship would eventually fall into the planet’s atmosphere, killing them both. And, if they were very unlucky, someone else would come along and the aliens would ambush them, having used Canopus as bait. No matter how he looked at it, they seemed screwed.


  “We have to take her out,” he said, slowly. He outlined the situation as he saw it, hoping that Richards would think of someone he’d missed. “There’s no other alternative.”


  “Great,” Richards said. He spun around in his chair to glare at John. “And how do you propose we kill her?”


  His skepticism was justified, John knew. The alien point defence was light years ahead of humanity’s best and hundreds of starfighter pilots had lost their lives in trying to attack alien starships. There were only two of them, with two starfighters armed more for scouting missions than engaging an enemy starship. Simple logic stated that they had about as much chance of survival, let alone actually completing their mission, as a snowflake in hell.


  But, when they were about to die anyhow, such considerations no longer mattered.


  “I have a plan,” he said. “This is what we’re going to do.”


  “This is madness,” Richards said, when he’d finished explaining. “We’ll get ourselves killed for nothing.”


  “It will be worth it if we take that bastard down with us,” John reminded him. “And besides, did you really want to live forever?”


  “I chose the wrong career for that,” Richards pointed out. “I don’t suppose we have time to find a privacy tube first?”


  John laughed. “Not a chance,” he said. “And even if we did, how could we do it in an airless hulk?”


  They made their way down to the armoury and inspected the missiles within. Thankfully, none of the warheads had actually detonated, although a number had lost their control processors and would have to be rearmed at the factory. Four were left, though, ready to be launched. John stumbled through a half-remembered manual arming sequence, then took advantage of the lack of gravity to float the missiles down towards the gash in the hull. The equipment normally used for manoeuvring missiles was broken and useless.


  “Need to switch oxygen tanks again,” Richards said, as they pushed the third missile into space and tethered it to the ship’s hull. “You too?”


  “Yep,” John said. In the long term, they would have to move to one of the shuttles and hope it was in working order. Canopus’s life support system was beyond repair, at least with the tools they had at their disposal. “Swap it around, then see if you can rig up a control circuit.”


  “They shouldn't be able to detect it at this distance,” Richards said. “But if they can…”


  John shot him a sharp look. There was no point in worrying about what the aliens might do, if they decided to use the hulk for target practice before the missiles were in place. Instead, he swapped his oxygen tank for a fresh one, then made his way down to the makeshift hanger deck. The remainder of the carrier’s starfighters were smashed beyond repair – several bodies were missing completely – but he managed to find a handful of life support and power packs for their craft. It had been months since he’d done any form of manual replenishment, but he hadn't forgotten how. Richards hopped back into his starfighter and powered up her systems long enough to check that everything was working, then linked his targeting computers to the four missiles.


  “They’re online,” Richards said. “Can you get the beacon?”


  “Will do,” John said. “Can you draw a live feed from the passive sensors?”


  There was a long pause as Richards worked his systems. “Barely,” he said. “The signal strength is very low. Our friend hasn't changed position, though, as far as I can tell.”


  John made a face. Passive sensors couldn't be detected, unlike active sensors, but they depended on the enemy radiating something – anything – into the inky darkness of space. If the aliens took a few minor precautions, it would be impossible for Canopus to track their ship until it was far too late. No doubt that was how the aliens had sneaked up on the carrier in the first place. He honestly had no idea why the aliens hadn't returned to stealth mode once the carrier had been disabled.


  Unless they’re using their own ship as bait, he thought. And they have more ships waiting in stealth.


  He pushed the thought out of his head as he made his way back to the bridge. Somehow, the wreaked ship seemed eerier now he was alone, the sight of bodies drifting in space sending chills down his spine. They’d be preserved, he knew, long enough for the carrier to be recovered—assuming the aliens didn't vaporise her—but it still felt wrong to leave them where they were. The Royal Navy buried its personnel in space, unless they made other requests, yet they simply didn't have time to handle the burials. It felt like he was betraying his former crewmates.


  The bridge looked dimmer now, he noted as he stepped through the hatch and sat down at the helm console. It took several tries to figure out how to use the console to access the other systems, something that would have been harder if Canopus had been a military starship, with embedded security protocols. Thankfully, civilians were less anal about the whole thing. He made a mental note to raise the issue with the Admiralty if they ever made it home, then started to test out the emergency beacon system. It was ready for activation, along with one of the drive units. There was no hope of powering their way into a stable orbit, considering the damage, but he hoped the aliens wouldn't know that. They’d come back to destroy the hulk before she could make it to the tramline.


  Unless they want to point and laugh while we struggle and die, he thought. There had been no evidence of any real sadism, at least not in the battles so far, but there was no way to be sure. Humans had been known to be sadistic to their enemies, particularly when there was deep hatred on both sides. They could do that, if they wished.


  “I’m linking the system into the starfighter control panels,” he said. There was no point in remaining on the hulk, once the beacon was ready to be activated. “We can trigger it at any time.”


  “Get one of the shuttles out too,” Richards said. “I’ll join you in the shuttlebay.”


  Canopus had carried two shuttles, both old enough to date from the same production run as Ark Royal. John had been nervously anticipating their destruction, but one of the shuttles was definitely functional. The other had been knocked free of its moorings and slammed into a rear bulkhead when the freighter had come under attack. Richards checked the damaged shuttle for anything they could cannibalise while John powered up the shuttle’s systems, then prepped her autopilot for a trip outside the ship’s hull. It took longer than he had anticipated, but in the end the shuttle was ready to go.


  “We’ve got a supply of emergency drugs inside,” he said, finally. “We might just be able to wait it out.”


  “Good,” Richards said. There was the sound of a yawn. “Shall we go before we collapse?”


  John nodded. Now they'd done everything they could, the exertions were finally starting to catch up with them. He felt utterly exhausted, his body aching in places he hadn't known he had; hell, starfighter pilots were normally spared the rigorous exercises mandatory for all other crewmen. It was a morbid reminder that their time in service was expected to be short, no more than five years at most, even in peacetime. Now, their life expectancy was far too short for comfort. He wanted to get back to Pilot Country, undress, shower and rest for a few hours. But it was impossible. Even if they could set up an airtight compartment, the carrier was drifting towards the gas giant. They would have no time to launch their plan after taking a rest.


  “We’ll rest when we’re dead,” he agreed. “Let’s go.”


  Space felt welcoming as they slipped through the gash in the hull and walked back to their starfighters. The missiles hung next to the hull, waiting for the command to power up their drives and engage. John climbed into his cockpit, ran through a careful check to make sure the life support packs had installed properly, then let out a sigh of relief. It was silly, he knew, but he felt better now he was back in the cockpit. At least they’d have a chance to claw the aliens in the face before they died.


   


  “Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more,” Richards said. He snickered, loudly. “Consign their parts most private to a Rutland tree.”


  John chuckled. “The original was more inspiring,” he said. “But less funny.”


  Richards laughed, then sobered. “The missiles are online,” he said. “Once we bring up the beacon, we’ll have bare minutes before they react.”


  “Five, at best,” John said. He wished, with a sudden bitter intensity that surprised him, that he’d had more time with his comrades. Or that Richards and he could go on leave together. They’d planned to visit Soho together when they’d next shared a leave ... he sighed, then dismissed it all as wishful thinking. There was no time for woolgathering. “The beacon will be active in ten seconds, then the drive will come online.”


  He counted down, then tapped the switch when he reached zero. The distress beacon on Canopus activated, pulsing out an emergency signal across the system. He watched the passive sensors warily as the signal rocketed towards the alien starship. They’d be able to tell the freighter was trying to bring up her drive, if they were watching. But would they know the freighter’s desperate attempt to escape was doomed to fail?


  “She's altering course,” Richards said. On the display, the alien craft tilted and started to drift towards Canopus. “I think we caught her attention.”


  “Good,” John said. “Now all we have to do is reel her in.”


  The alien weapons system had one weakness; its range was terrifyingly short. John had read a report suggesting that the aliens had tailored their weapons mix to match and exceed humanity’s best weapons, although it still struck him as odd that they hadn’t built anything designed to engage the enemy at long range. In their place, he would have preferred to open fire from outside the enemy’s engagement range. But, given their weapons, it was possible that they’d dismissed missiles as wasted energy. It didn't matter how many Weber missile swarms a starship could put out if they could all be swatted out of space before they got into engagement range.


  He found himself wondering just what the aliens intended to do as they glided closer. In their place, he would have boarded Canopus and taken her for study, and the fact the aliens hadn't tried to salvage the ship bothered him. Were they that convinced they had nothing to gain from studying human technology? Or were they well aware that Canopus had little to offer them, beyond dead bodies. And they could pick up no shortage of those from New Russia, if they wanted more human biological samples.


  “She’ll be in engagement range in two minutes,” Richards said. “Are you ready?”


  “Yeah,” John said. “We’ll go in one minute.”


  He braced himself, feeling sweat forming under his gloves, as the alien closed in. By any reasonable standard, the plan was suicide, particularly if the aliens were already suspicious of trouble. But there was no real alternative. Bitter experience had shown that only overwhelming numbers or the advantage of surprise could allow human starfighters to score on their enemies. The only other option was mass drivers and Canopus had none.


  “Go,” he said.


  He yanked on his stick, pulling the starfighter out from behind the freighter and barrelling towards the alien craft. Up close, he had to admire the design; her power curves suggested a technology considerably in advance of humanity’s. But there was no time to do anything other than charge right at the alien craft, weapons and sensors ready to go. Behind him, Richards followed, while the missiles brought up the rear. The aliens seemed to hesitate, then opened fire, spitting endless streams of plasma towards the human craft. But, thankfully, they didn't seem to have any starfighters of their own.


  “Evade,” John ordered, as he pulled the starfighter into a tight turn. In the atmosphere, it would have ripped the craft apart within seconds; in space, it was just a simple trick. He fought hard to keep his course as unpredictable as possible as he screamed towards the alien craft, wincing as bolts of plasma fire passed his hull, almost close enough to touch. “Keep them focused on us.”


  He keyed his weapons as they slid into range and sprayed the alien’s hull with pellets. None of them would do real damage – naturally, out-of-the-way Canopus hadn't been equipped with any of the alien-derived plasma weapons – but it would keep the aliens focused on the two starfighters. He had the satisfaction of watching as a handful of weapons mounts exploded into sheets of flame, crippling the alien ability to fight back. But there were always more.


  “A piece of cake,” Richards cheered, as he picked off another alien sensor node. “Wait, what–”


  The alien altered course rapidly, lancing upwards with a speed no human craft could match. John swore, then yanked his craft away from the hull. He’d never heard of anyone trying to force the starfighters to ram, just to get rid of them, but the alien commander seemed to think it could work. And maybe it would have done…he shook his head, then checked on the missiles. They were coming into engagement range now.


  “Two missiles down,” Richards said, suddenly. John cursed again. The aliens had refocused their fire and he hadn’t even noticed! “The other two are taking fire!”


  “Distract them,” John said. “I–”


  The alien plasma cannon fired, once. John’s sensors blurred, then cleared, just in time to show Canopus vanishing into a ball of expanding plasma. He felt a sudden pang; Canopus might not have been a fleet carrier, but she’d been home to him and his entire squadron. Her crew had deserved better than vaporisation by alien weapons. His starfighter flipped over as the aliens altered course, then lanced back down, distracting the alien gunners as he raced towards their hull. Hundreds of brilliant streaks of plasma reached out towards him…


  “Missile detonation,” Richards said. He yelled in delight. “Take that, you bastards!”


  The missile detonated, blasting a ravening laser beam into the alien hull. John watched with cold delight as the alien craft staggered, envisioning her interior being ripped apart by secondary explosions, just like she’d killed Canopus. A stream of water, already freezing rapidly, blasted out of the gash in the hull, followed by shapes he thought were alien bodies. But the aliens were still firing.


  “The last missile is down,” Richards said. “There's nothing we can do.”


  “Pull back,” John ordered. “Pull back!”


  There was a final desperate burst of fire from the alien craft. And Richard’s fighter abruptly vanished in a single flash of light.


  “No!”


  John stared in horror. Richards had been his friend, his lover, his partner…he’d deserved better than to die after the fight was already won. But a single moment of carelessness had cost him his life. John felt the sudden urge to reach for the switch and eject himself into open space, to die beside his partner. But there was no point in suicide. Richards wouldn’t want him to give up his life for a gesture.


  Stricken with grief, he pulled back and watched, from a safe distance, as the alien craft struggled for life. She was no longer the enemy, somehow; she was just another ship struggling against the cold unfeeling vacuum of space. But it was a struggle she was bound to lose. There was a final explosion, knocking the craft towards the gas giant, then nothing. The alien craft would die when she plummeted into the planet’s atmosphere. He took some cold satisfaction in that as he turned his starfighter and rocketed towards the shuttle, now drifting some distance from the combat zone. If the aliens had survived, he was sure, she would have been picked off seconds later.


  He cracked open his cockpit when he matched course and speed with the shuttle, then pushed himself through space and into the shuttle’s airlock. There was no point in altering his position, he knew; he keyed the emergency distress beacon to activate when it picked up a signal from a human starship, then sat back and reached for the small collection of suspension drugs. Using them without proper medical support was a risk, he knew, but there was no choice. The alternative was waiting until the shuttle’s life support gave out. He recorded a short message for his family, in the event of the drugs accidentally killing him, set the shuttle to drop the temperature sharply within ten minutes, then pressed the first injector against his arm. A strange cold feeling ran up his arm, followed by darkness…


   


  “He’s waking up,” a voice said.


  John opened his eyes, utterly disoriented. His body felt weak and hopelessly floppy, but he managed to look up at the ceiling. It was studded with sensor nodes, telling him that he was lying in a sickbay. It seemed someone had found him and rescued him.


  “Welcome back to the world,” the voice said. John turned his head, just enough to see a red-haired woman bending over the bed. “Do you remember your name?”


  “John,” John said. The drugs sometimes had bad effects, he recalled now. And he’d used enough to put him in suspension for years. Memory problems were the least of them. “My name is John.”


  “Good,” the doctor said. She ran a scanner over his body, then smiled down at him. “You seem to have escaped the most dangerous side effects, you’ll be pleased to hear.”


  “Thank you,” John said. Something seemed to be wrong with his hearing. No matter how he tried, he couldn't hear an accent in the woman’s voice. “Where am I?”


  “HMS Victorious,” the woman said. “Welcome home.”


  She paused. “There will be a debriefing, sooner or later,” she added, “but for the moment you should rest. You can tell us what happened later.”


  “Sure,” John said. He felt numb. Richards was dead, but he couldn't mourn him yet. “It was a piece of cake.”
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  SHAKEDOWN CRUISE
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  “Launch arrival drone,” Captain Harrison ordered.


  “Drone launched,” weapons officer Samper replied a moment later. “Ready to transition any time.”


  “Uploading local scans,” the ship AI spoke up. It was the first ever operational fully self-aware AI, coincidentally installed on an advanced but controversial warship design, who demanded to be called Armadillo for some reason known only to itself. It hadn’t done anything yet to deserve the enmity of so many political factions, but neither had it met all its proponents’ expectations. Operational work was the next logical step. “Nothing unusual detected… Transitioning out in three, two–”


  Through the thick forward ports the flash of the explosion lit up the bridge as the message drone, the size and shape of a long range missile, blew up spectacularly. On the tactical display the drone icon flashed briefly and disappeared.


  “LASER MINES!”


  “SKIP!” Harrison snapped. The scattered atoms of gas and dust in space around the ship glowed as the drives were spun back up to transition out of the system, while screens about the bridge flashed damage warnings while the captain and four crewmen on the bridge rapidly assessed the situation.


  “Tank sixteen lost a railgun. Hatches twelve and nine damaged. Tank one hit, gunner killed. Hit by at least four mines, looks like a standard ten light-second pattern.”


  “Damn,” Harrison cursed. “Ship, how many would that take to catch us like that?”


  “Assuming they knew our arrival point within one minute of angle from the primary and one light minute distance, approximately twenty-one thousand,” Armadillo replied calmly.


  “Wasn’t this supposed to be a shakedown mission for the grav-tank installation?” the communications tech asked, his young face surprised. It was his first real deep space mission, but the ship liked him.


  “Every mission is training, shakedown, and get the mission done.”


  “Destination?” the pilot asked. “Secondary?”


  “No,” Harrison replied quickly, a frown on his face. “Nobody on our shit list has that many mines lying around. Someone had to have inside data. Go…. Bob, pick two numbers between one and ninety.”


  The short man at the weapons console chose the first two numbers from the readouts before him. “Sixteen, eighty one.”


  “Go north of the ecliptic by sixteen degrees, eight one spinward, and another twenty light minutes out.”


  “Aye aye, Captain.”


  “Why not the secondary, Captain? It would be much closer.” Armadillo asked, sounding curious.


  “Caution and suspicion. Too close to be just bad luck, too many mines to be general coverage, too fast to not know we were coming. So, standard secondary will likely be mined, too. We go in random.”


  The pilot nodded approvingly as he worked the controls. “We’ll be there in about twenty seconds.”


  “Go in silent. No active measures.” The captain grabbed a mic on a cord to address the crew. “Minefield. We skipped and will be transitioning elsewhere in-system shortly. Prepare for zero G and low-power ops. Hang on.” His voice echoed about the ship, prompting anyone not already buckled up or strapped in to secure themselves. The black space outside the ports glowed momentarily as the seventy-two meter ship faded back into the normal universe, then began drifting silently in the blank emptiness. Armadillo was now out even farther from the primary star and the planets in the system, the closest being a rocky world with a vast ring of rocks and moonlets glinting in the star’s dim and nearly two hours-old light. All the ships passive sensors are closely watched by eyes both human and electronic, all seeking anything anomalous.


  Nothing.


  The crew who were not busy with repairs or extracting the dead and injured from the disabled tank slowly relaxed, knowing that the longer they were in real-space, the farther the electro-magnetic disturbance of their transition will spread at the speed of light. After five minutes of nothing but intense concentration on screens and readouts, the com specialists glanced at Captain Harrison. “Send another arrival drone, Sir?”


  “No. If we were set up, we don’t want anyone to know we survived. At least, not yet. Still clear inward?”


  “Nothing detected.”


  “OK, skip as close as you can to Rings, fifteen degrees anti-spinward of it, ten below ecliptic. Unless we are getting shot at immediately, accelerate inward at seventy percent max on the Sokolovs, passive and ultra low power sensors only until we are two light seconds out.”


  “Aye aye, Sir.”


  While the next transition out of real-space and back again was executed, Captain Harrison contemplated his options. This was supposed to be nothing more than a first operational shakedown and final crew evaluation mission now that all the grav tanks were attached and the Marine complement was aboard, not a live shooting war. Fly in, look around, see if any of the rumors of a ProCom incursion, unauthorized armed ships or smugglers were correct, deal with any minor problems and report back. Simple. Minefields that far out-system were not on the schedule of events, which meant that someone had other plans for them, and furthermore, was privy to data he shouldn’t have.


  “Captain?” the ship intruded on his thoughts. “Shouldn’t we report a hostile reception? I’m sure anyone else coming in-system would want to know.” Trust an AI to remember procedure.


  “I’m sure they would. But if we are expected, the best solution is to not let anyone know we have survived, and take the offenders out. It’ll take hours for the mines report of firing to get deep in system, hours more to figure out what happened and where we went, and we’ll already be moving fast by then, coming from an unexpected direction. We want to be unpredictable. Surprise can be as decisive as superior firepower, Armadillo.”


  “I see.”


  “That’s why we want as many weapon systems as possible, so we have as many options as possible to surprise opponents with.”


  “I suppose that makes sense, although at the moment, I fail to see how ground forces are going to prove useful in a ship-to-ship space battle.”


  “Me, neither. But the moment always changes, and the situation won't always be the current one.”


  The com specialist looked up at the Captain. “A distress call from a civilian ship. Ore hauler, the Billings, crew of twenty. Say they are under attack.”


  “And already, you see, the situation changes. Where?”


  “No embedded coordinates in the message, compressed voice only. Direction is from a far moon of Rings, timestamp and distance indicates current.”


  “Easily forged, and insufficient data to properly analyze.”


  “Likely a fake, sir,” the weapons officer seconded the Captain’s opinion.


  “At least it’s not Red Dwarf,” the pilot cracked. “That would be too obvious.”


  “So, ignore it?” asked the navigator.


  “Faking a distress call from a location easy to hide in is the oldest trick in the book,” Captain Harrison replied, frowning. “If it’s real, it will likely be over before we get there. Log it for later. Plot for zero relative on the outer edge, land on a small moonlet in the rings.”


  “Near edge of the rings, orbit at zero relative final velocity within a half diameter of a moonlet, then land, aye-aye, sir,” the navigator replied crisply as he began working out a clear vector.


  “Go in, listen, float for a bit, see what's there or turns up. Prep a pair of probes. We can launch them toward the inner planet and the second gas giant just before we decelerate. Program for high orbit passive search.”


  “Aye-aye, sir.”


  Samper looked over his shoulder. “Not a thing on the scopes, sir. Uncover for the probe launch?”


  “Keep the covers on. Lower profile, keep any bad-luck fairy space-dust out. Just pre-launch programming and systems checks.” Samper nodded acknowledgement and set to work as the captain stroked his chin, deep in thought. “Have the tank crews load Whistlers programmed to broadcast transponder data.” Four sets of eyebrows around the bridge went up. “We can fire them when we get closer. Never know when sowing confusion about what ships are really where might be useful.”


   


  The crew passed the hours accelerating toward the moonlet repairing the damage they could from the laser mines, and putting the one fatality into cold storage until they could have a proper service. A beam had, though sheer bad luck, gone down the barrel of the tank, detonating the ready terminal guidance HE round, killing the gunner. Disintegrating was the more accurate term; a flag-draped casket would be an honor that was not strictly necessary. The distress signal cut out after repeating at random intervals for twenty minutes. And Doc Wheeler, after patching up the injured, was dealt a flush by the injured tank commander in sick bay.


  At the halfway point, with peak velocity when deceleration would start, there was still no apparent movement or sign of activity around the ringed planet. A sharp-eyed crewman spotted another ship, designated Target Alpha, hiding under a camo canopy on a tiny moonlet less than five kilometers long, while the rock rotated slowly. It was good visual camouflage, but it failed to hide the ship’s excess radiating heat. At least the bridge crew assumed it was a ship, given the location. Another boxy shape, Target Beta, was seen in a low, slow orbit around a moon in the middle of the ring belt on the far side, roughly the size and shape of a frigate, but the lighting on it was poor so there were no details to be discerned.


  “Looks like a party,” Captain Harrison commented as the launch tube covers were opened and the probes were released just before deceleration began. “Any bets on who they are?”


  “Yo Mama, they ain't,” Armadillo's avatar drawls, a young man in space armor, sans helmet, chewing a stogie.


  Harrison rolled his eyes. The AI was a little strange, picking up various habits from the crew, and the formalities of rank seemed incomprehensible to it. But it made puns that were occasionally amusing and even some acute observations at times. “No transponders sending anything out, no distinctive outlines, no obvious anything.”


  “We were attacked. We could apply the Arnaldus Amalricus solution,” Armadillo declared. The captain grimaced and shook his head while the others on the bridge shot him a puzzled look. “Kill them all. The Lord will know his own,” the AI intoned solemnly, his avatar's face wreathed in faux smoke.


  At the weapons station, Samper frowned. “Easier said than done, ship. If those are cruisers or frigates…that’s a lot of firepower floating around out there.”


  “Deceleration in ten seconds” the navigator reminded them. Nothing seemed to change, other than the vector on the navigation display suddenly shortening and then reversing. The velocity indicator stopped climbing and started to fall very slowly. “Arrival in eleven hours.”


  “Probes away. They’ll be coasting for another day before the course corrections start.”


  Three more ships were detected as Armadillo decelerated quietly into orbit, Target Charlie was approaching from the opposite direction, blazing bright and not trying to hide its obviously military drive signature. A smaller ship, designated Delta, possibly a prospector, was hopping from one large rock to another. It was obscured by the ring debris, but it looked civilian. Target Echo was hiding next to a large boulder, its distinctive lattice-work frame and modular ordnance dispenser blocks indicating with near certainty a deep-space minelayer. Nearing her final position, Armadillo maneuvered slightly so they were hidden from all the ships they knew of, then fired off a dozen Whistlers in different directions, some lobbed toward known ship locations, others toward likely hiding spots, a couple “over the planet’s horizon” on general principle. Then they settled in to wait and see what developed.


  The next two days plodded by with marines practicing zero-G drills in the minute gravity field, weapons and system checks, and strategizing. They noted and watched a trio of gunships, small but heavily armed eight-man craft designed for long range recon and harassment strikes, as they decelerated into the system and took up residence a half-million kilometers away on a rock not much larger than they were. But the patient schedule stopped when a marine, fresh from a short walk with his squad around the tiny moonlet they were calling “down” reported back that there was an unknown cruiser anchored about 120 degrees over the horizon, down in a slight crater much like Armadillo was. The name painted on the side was San Clemente. After calculating rotation and trajectories, it was determined that if it were there when they arrived it wouldn’t have seen them, if it came since then it would have had to have a nearly mirror image of Armadillo’s path to avoid having been spotted, a path likely only if they knew Armadillo was there already. There was no way to determine which was more likely.


  “Why would a Church ship be hanging out here?” asked Igor, the XO. “They only have three.”


  Armadillo frowned from a screen at the end of the mess table. “Some bishops have been very vocal about their opposition to my creation. They call me soulless, an abomination. Perhaps they are interested in my activities.”


  “If they have been here all along, then they expected us to come in. Seems like everyone else wants to hide in the unclaimed planet rings, too,” Samper observed.


  “So much for being unpredictable, Captain,” the AI said. “I've been thinking about who’s out there. Based on last known locations, travel times, drive parameters, and configurations, and now this latest data, I have a few educated guesses.”


  “Do tell.”


  “If this was a Church setup, then a minelayer would be from New Spain. If Beta is a frigate, would be a German Sheppard-class ship, probably the Wiesbaden, and Alpha, the camouflaged ship, would be the military salvage tug George. Bright arrival Charlie is likely the cruiser Yangtze. The gunships look like Russian freelancers.”


  “And Delta is a clueless prospector.”


  “Something civilian, anyhow. But there is one problem with the analysis. No, two. Yangtze is accompanied by Pearl ninety four percent of the time, and the Wiesbaden is usually followed around by the Homburg. We haven’t seen them.”


  “I have yet to hear of any German-Chinese actions that didn’t involve opposite sides,” the XO noted, drawing nods around the table. “But a big Chinese electronics contract was voided over the Selene project, and a German company was originally chosen to build the carbon nanotube fiber for the hull. It was canceled over fraud allegations. Both of those caused some major political headaches.”


  “But ever since the Chinese started cracking down on the Christian dissident movement, the Church has been hostile to China,” Igor objected. “Why invite them?”


  “And why a Spanish minelayer?” the weapons officer asked.


  “The Cardinal Bishop of Ostia is from New Spain,” Captain Harrison replied slowly, as he considered the ship's suggestions. “I think the only way out is through them.” He looked around the table and his eyes settled on the Marine lieutenant, Scintan. “How many men to take the San Clemente, Lieutenant?”


  “Take a Church ship?” he asked, surprised. “Depends. Ground it, take it whole, kill them all, or totally destroyed?”


  “Taken whole, preferably. Grounded or out of action otherwise. I’d like to get into the computer if at all possible.”


  The solidly built young man scratched the short cropped hair on the back of his head a moment. “Four tanks, six squads with APCs, an extra suit of powered armor, and nuke authorization. Twice that if I can’t get any backup on call because you expect to be busy elsewhere.”


  Captain Harrison nodded curtly. “Get Louis to start getting it together. Be ready to disembark in a half hour.” Turning to the others at the table, he paused thoughtfully before starting. “So, here’s what I think we can do to confuse the situation….”


   


  “Clear shot in thirty seconds,” Samper reported. “Still no movement…Looks good. Impact will be in one hour, twenty one minutes. Firing…now!” An odd resonating ping vibrated through the twenty thousand-ton hull as the BFR fired at one hundred kilometers per second, launching a 42 gigajoule projectile across the rings toward the three gunships. “Recharging will take a while. All other systems ready.”


   


  The suit of powered battle armor walks in the slow and gentle gliding leap of extremely low gravity over the rim of the crater and toward the San Clemente, clutching a small makeshift white flag of truce. The seconds tick by as it arcs slowly across the expanse of rough crater floor toward the ship. The suit is about halfway to the ship when two turrets swing down from aiming high, firing lasers and a dozen railgun slugs each, blasting the titanium and carbon fiber armor to smithereens. Instantly, eight grav tanks and a half-dozen grav APCs bounce above the crater rim, firing as they clear it, taking out turrets, launch tubes, and punching high velocity holes through the relatively thin cruiser hull armor aiming to disable the drive cores. The few rounds the surprised cruiser manage to get off destroys one of the APCs, but in moments the exchange is over, the cruiser’s primary armaments and drives are disabled, leaving no time to launch fighters to make use of the smaller ships independent weapons.


  Three squads of four men launch themselves out from behind their APC, flying gracefully across the harsh landscape toward the battered ship, making minor adjustments mid-flight with their space-armor retros. Two squads aim for the underside, fore and aft, the third lands with a clang next to an airlock hatch. One of the middle squad marines flips up a cover next to the hatch and places his helmet against the com pad where contact sound conduction would carry to the pickup. He pushes the button and introduces himself. “Knock-knock, Assholes! Didn’t your daddy ever teach you to be sure of your target before you open fire? You wasted a perfectly good, though empty, suit of armor! Marine Corporal Mellow-Harsher of the ship Armadillo. Open and surrender or we make our own door.”


  After a long minute, the light clicks green. The corporal grabs the handle, turns it, and pulls then pushes the door to swing inward, while his squad-mates cover the door with their weapons. Using the weapon’s camera optic on his HUD they see nobody inside. Two of the marines clamber gracefully in. One of them covers the airlock interior cameras, the other then carefully attaches a lunchbox-sized item on the overhead with a piece of duct tape because the magnetic strip found no ferrous metal to attract. He nods to the squad leader, then touches helmets. “Got a signal” he reports. They exit and close the hatch, then wait.


  On the HUD in each helmet a small video link displays a camera view from the device they secured, showing the inner door of the airlock. The hatch opens and a grenade is hurled inside, followed by two rifle muzzles spraying around the inside of the airlock. “Rough neighborhood” the Corporal observes. A moment later the hatch opens the rest of the way. “Blow it.” The camera view disappears as the signal is lost, the mine attached to the camera spraying inward with a thousand tiny metal balls, shredding the light spacesuits of the men who were firing a moment before. “We can play that game, too.”


  Fore and aft, the other two teams set off their ring charges, blasting their own entrance into the cruiser, inner air pressure blowing the debris away against the rock below. The grav APCs add a few selective shots into critical areas, their lighter weapons limiting the damage to systems that needed to be disabled more thoroughly while the marines clear their areas.


   


  On Armadillo’s bridge, a screen showed the smiling face of 2nd Lieutenant Kashvili reporting back. “Data cores secured. Privates Danes and Vargas injured, nothing critical, but we’ll send them back with the hardware. Minimal resistance, just enthusiastic amateurs who appear to know and hate Armadillo personally, calling her a tool of Satan. We had to shoot about fifty of them before most of them understood the situation, but we’re still digging out a few hard cases. Loose words clearly indicated this is a setup; they’ve been here a week. Got about a hundred dead aboard, two hundred prisoners; just letting them try to patch the ship up, keep it airtight. What now, Captain?”


  Harrison acknowledged the report with a grunt and a satisfied nod. “Secure the ship and armor. Let us know if any new intelligence specifics come up. Spherical LP/OPs, passive only. Keep the APCs and troops, send back six of the tanks, camo the other two. Hole ‘em and hunker if things go completely non-linear. We’ll be back for you when we’re done out there.”


  “Roger that.” The young man’s face disappeared from the screen.


  “No obvious signs of ships moving since the initial attack, Captain,” the AI informed him. “They either have not noticed, or are biding their time.”


  “Cat and mouse, then. With some very big mice.” He turned to the other man in the doorway, who was wearing lighter space armor like the rest of the shipboard crew. “Are we sure on those transponder codes?”


  The chief engineer nodded confidently. “Damn straight. If Ship’s even partially right about who’s out there, once the Whistlers start squawking, everyone will wonder whose fleet set up whom.”


  “OK, then. As soon as the armor and returning men are secured aboard, get things spun up and ready, make sure nothing has changed, then start the first one.”


   


  The status readouts throughout the bridge were mostly green, and the tactical display was quiet. An icon appeared and started blinking amid a dense patch of the ring’s rocks, Pearl, then disappeared. Then A second icon lit up. Yangtze. “Do we have a clear shot?”


  “Affirmative,” Samper muttered, focusing intently on moving orbital debris between them, “for about another six seconds.”


  “Laze the Yangtze at two thirds power in four, nine beams.”


  Samper smiled. “Matching the Homburg’s weapon pattern…now.” Status lights on his board lit up, and a moment later the Yangtze’s icon changed as the ship disappeared from direct observation.


  “All beams target the mine layer, full power.”


  “Aimed and ready, sir.”


  “Fire.” Across the weapons console, capacitors discharged, dumping terawatts of energy for microseconds, then began recharging. Almost three seconds later, the tactical display began showing initial damage assessments based on the light from the explosions where beams found targets. “Likely disabled, damage at least fifty percent.” Another stream of results flowed across the screens. “Damage at least eighty percent. Out of action, beyond damage control near certain.”


  “Squawk Homburg.”


  The com specialist nodded, and punched a pre-programmed sequence. The tactical display lit up showing another ship. Moments later, two more transponder icons appeared: one the real Homburg, the other reading Köln.


  “Oops,” Armadillo said. “That's not good. Beta isn’t the Wiesbaden. It's Köln, she's a frigate.”


  “Lots of radio traffic now,” specialist Gungey announced from his communications consol. “Some narrow-beam apparently aimed at the San Clemente. Some broadband open freq. Sounds like an open com–what-the-hell?”


  “BFR impacts gunship rock in three,” Samper reminded the bridge. On a side-screen with a high-res visual of the rock, there is a sudden flash and a cloud of dust appeared as the mass slams into the tiny rock to which the three gunships, blowing it apart. The explosion sends high-velocity rock fragments and plasma from the impact into all three tiny craft, seriously damaging them and sending them spinning, out of control. “Looks like they are out of the equation, now.”


  “OK, lift and head for moonlet Bravo.” The pilot works the controls, space-dust surrounding the ship glows, and for the first time in days something like real gravity is felt as the acceleration, anti-grav, and acceleration compensators work high-tech magic. On the tactical screen, indications of a long-range laser duel start lighting up, as ships start firing at others unknown to them, and captains try to sort out who’s who.


  Armadillo accelerates inward toward another moonlet a mere thirty thousand kilometers away, taking a slightly arcing path to avoid a few rocks drifting along, vaporizing others in their path with the tanks’ beam weapons. “Incoming laser fire. Maneuvering,” the AI reports, as beams fired from a half-light second away try to predict her trajectory and intercept her. “Only four megajoule beams. Likely from Yangtze.” Another cruiser icon appears on the tactical display, flashing Pearl, near the far side of the rings, then another one flashing Homburg somewhat closer, as the Whistler rounds squawk, followed briefly by Kittyhawk, Sungari, Dresden, Taurus, and San Gabriel.


  “Firing chaff rounds” Samper reported, as a series of barely audible thuds echo through the ship.


  “Everyone moving,” Armadillo said, speaking quickly but blandly. “Another ship detected, far side of moonlet Bravo, big drive signature ramping up, badly regulated. No visuals, no good guesses.”


  “Go around the opposite way! See if we can circle close behind them, catch them on the horizon!” Captain Harrison commanded. “Load canister in the tanks. Evacuate the cargo deck, get ready to drop the APCs to act as gunship cluster!” Orders are passed, and the cargo bay becomes a beehive of activity as thin carbon nanotube cables are passed and secured between the dozen remaining APCs on the deck, suits are sealed, and three-man crews and an extra climb aboard the angular armored personnel carriers getting ready to be cast adrift if needed to act as a remote firing platform.


  Armadillo bounces randomly about, altering acceleration vectors to reduce the chance of a laser hit, though a few lucky strikes cause hot spots or damage less robust pieces attached to her armored hull. A weapon pod is holed, destroying two missiles, a tank’s railgun is damaged, and the unknown craft is still lurking behind the moon as they begin reducing velocity and vector around its curve. The tactical display gets more complex as target Alpha lifts off from under her camo; she is clearly not a military tug, but has a number of retrofit weapons attached to it emitting the transponder data for a defunct cruise liner. Likely a pirate.


  As they rapidly approach the moonlet, Armadillo’s pilot aims to hook around in a low, tight orbit, going the same way the faintly detected ship on the far side appears to be heading, trying to catch it from behind. When they are only one diameter away, Samper empties and dumps two missile pods, the barrage of mixed ordnance going the other way to meet the newcomer head-on, transmitting live video so they can identify the ship and abort if needed. The missiles arc over the nearby horizon. A shape appears on the screen for just a moment before it freezes, the missile sending it destroyed by counter-fire.


  Samper looked as puzzled as everyone else, as he stared at the image. “That's not a silhouette I recognize.” A scale appears on the side, and high-contrast lines delineating the outline and features rapidly appear as the picture is hastily analyzed by the ship, including a number of shapes around it nearby. An engineering drawing appears on the screen.


  “Senkaku,” Armadillo declared. “No reports of having been completed, last estimate was at least another six months. Battleship class. Forty eight thousand tons, sixty fighters, one hundred laser turrets. Unknown railgun, missile launch tube, or conventional cannon configuration. Light armor design, with heavy compartmentalization and redundancy.”


  “Shit” the captain swore under his breath. “Relative acceleration?”


  “Estimated at half ours.”


  “OK. Only a few fighters launched. Fast is good. Tell the APCs to drop two crewmen, prep to get ejected on a ballistic path for low passing highly elliptical orbit. We want them to come over the horizon a moment before we do, but from the opposite side. As soon as they are out, reverse course. We’ll meet Senkaku head on, firing over the horizon for time on target.” Harrison’s expression is emotionless and set as he rattles off orders. The APCs were all but doomed, and he knew it. They were a distraction, little more, but a hopefully precious one.


  The relative motion of the moonlet below them slows dramatically as the drive fields bite hard into the fabric of space, warping and shoving on trans-dimensional opposition to alter vectors in this universe. The cargo bay ramp drops, the inner airlock doors sliding aside, and two articulated mechanical loading arms grab the front two APCs and pull them hard out the gaping doorway in the momentarily zero-G environment. They fly away in a huddled mass of armor, bristling guns and small missile launchers, rapidly jockeying with their interacting grav-fields to all point the same way as they arc away in the moon’s puny gravity well.


  Once clear of her, Armadillo’s drive field leaps out and intensifies with the hard acceleration of reversing course to meet the larger ship in time, so the men’s imminent sacrifice will not be in vain. The drives are pushing hard enough to make the whole ship vibrate, and the whine of overstressed power systems trying to charge all weapons capacitors and drive at flank acceleration makes more than a few foxhole conversions among the crew. On the bridge, the pilot, weapons officer, and AI consult to ensure the best possible timing and coordination of the weapons, knowing they will only have one chance.


  On the tactical display, a bright white icon of a mushroom cloud appears in a corner. “San Clemente appears to have detonated a two megaton warhead. Survivors improbable,” the AI informed them quietly. “Thirty seconds.”


  The seconds tick by. “APCs report hits, they're returning fire. Still broadcasting.”


  A Senkaku reconnaissance drone appears over the horizon, and is lased a millisecond later.


  Armadillo rotates at an angle, flying somewhat sideways and bringing eighteen of her twenty four tanks’ guns to bear in the direction she’s streaking. Her pulsing drives fall silent, and she drifts for a few seconds before the 120mm conventional cannons open up, thumping out rounds every three seconds, chaff, canister, terminal guidance HE, high velocity penetrators, and more chaff, while missile launch tubes fire a salvo of self-guiding hell, and some of the hard-point missile pods are emptied and discarded, before Armadillo rotates around to fly bow-forward to align her main weapon, the biggest railgun ever mounted in a spaceship, with the expected location of the opposition. The conventional cannons and railguns that can continue to fire, filling space with tens of thousands of pieces of hardened metal, small mines, and sensor-disrupting chaff, with velocities and launch times coordinated to sweep the Senkaku’s expected course as a dense cloud, just seconds ahead of Armadillo.


  Armadillo alters acceleration, then coasts ballistic for a few brief moments to time her arrival precisely, and appear without any over-the-horizon” drive glow to announce her on passive sensors. “Engage the enemy more closely,” Armadillo’s avatar murmurs, anticipating the action, drawing grim smiles from one or two of the better-educated members of the bridge crew.


  The glow of Senkaku’s drive field shimmers over the horizon, shortly followed by the turning outline of her broadside hull firing at the APCs. The resonating PING of the BFR breaks the relative quiet of the briefly drifting ship, followed by the whine of power surging to drives and weapons systems. The flicker of firing guns aimed the other way changes rapidly as the wall of ordnance Armadillo has thrown out registers on the defensive systems and they start, too late, to respond, unable to separate a hundred million harmless bit of flat aluminum chaff from tens of thousands of tungsten cubes at similar velocities. Senkaku’s near-side railguns and cannons start firing, but many of her numerous beams, already warm from firing at the cluster of APCs lobbing missiles and rounds at them, rapidly heat-limit. Her computers choke trying to sort and prioritize the incoming tungsten, aluminum, and steel, separating ballistic trajectories from accelerating and guided rounds suddenly appearing at close range when most of the guns are aimed the opposite direction.


  Most of Armadillo’s dense storm of ordnance misses its target, but twenty grams of hard metal impacting at a relative velocity of more than three kilometers per second leaves a mark. Thousands of them, along with a variety of missile warheads, armor-piercing HE rounds, and five-kilogram penetrator rods scour the armor of the ship, holing every surface compartment, damaging every sensor, disabling every major weapon, and sweeping most of its close-flying escort of fighters from the battlefield action. The ten kiloton-equivalent BFR projectile isn’t perfectly aimed down the center of the huge ship, but passes through one drive core, the main power system, primary life-support, and secondary engineering control, punching a hole clear through the ship side-to-side, rendering it checkmated in space. The rounds fired by Senkaku start impacting Armadillo’s heavy hull armor, making her meter-thick plating ring like a tin roof in a hailstorm. Damage indicator lights start blinking and lighting up as tanks, hatches, and systems are hit.


  Passing her by less than a hundred meters away, Armadillo rakes Senkaku’s other side as well with her dozen remaining tank guns, targeting weapons that survived the initial broadside hit, continuing to fire at any remaining fighters that are not fleeing at max acceleration with weapons not aimed at the much larger, but now battered, ship.


  Captain Harrison looks at the mangled mass of wrecked APCs drifting through space. Two of them continue to fire at the larger ship. Without being told, the pilot reverses course, accelerating hard at an angle to match trajectories with the nearly parabolic APC path.


  “No primary hull penetration. Four hatches seriously damaged. Eight tanks damaged, five destroyed. Two launch tubes damaged. No remaining missile pods. Drive, power, and life support systems nominal. Prepare to take on the APCs, or search them outside and just recover survivors?” The AI’s avatar looks somber, and its synthetic voice has an edge to it.


  “We have to move fast. Take them on, then search, but keep the cargo bay evacuated so we can dump the extra mass in a hurry if we have to.”


  Velocities matched, the mangled mess of armor is brought aboard, then swarmed by marines searching for the crew on each one. Miraculously, because of heavy armor and good luck, nine men are pulled alive from the vehicles, though all the APCs are slagged beyond repair.


  On the bridge, the com specialist perks up, motioning to Harrison. “Incoming message, open freq. Yangtze.” The captain nods and motions to the screen. A moment later, the Chinese captain appears on it.


  “You have fired on an unarmed Republic ship! You must surrender! This violation of sovereignty cannot stand!”


  Harrison stared at him coldly for a few long moments as the time lag from light-speed catches up. “No. We were fired upon by the San Clemente, and the data cores we took from her were quite revealing. The log will show Senkaku fired first. And then, there is the matter of who laid the minefield at our planned entry points, is there not?” He waits for the transmission to reach the Yangtze, which is still exchanging fire with the slightly more distant German ships. “Captain, you were set up, just like we were. These rings are pretty spectacular, but you don’t think the Köln just happens to be here for the scenery, do you?”


  A few seconds later Armadillo’s avatar appears on the screen, chewing a cigar stub thoughtfully. “If you're interested in my capabilities, I would be happy to give you a close and personal demonstration, as I did for Senkaku.”


  The Chinese captain's eyes narrow, but he says nothing.”


  After a pregnant pause, Harrison continued. “Senkaku is inertial ballistic and defenseless, her data cores and crew are ours for the taking if we want them. We boarded and seized the San Clemente without losing a man. The Russian contractors are gone. The minelayer is a wreck.


  “The Clemente’s plan was to use you to attack us, then let the Germans pick over whatever was left of you, and let the Russians take out the damaged Germans when they tried to leave. Maybe they told you it was the other way around. Tell you what. We’ll let you and Pearl start recovery operations then slip away spinward and we won’t make any noisy public statements about this unfortunate misunderstanding. Or, spread out as you are, we can hunt you down one at a time because we have better railguns and more powerful lasers than you. You run, or you die. And after a resounding victory, we hit the PR circuit the moment we get back.”


  The Chinese captain on his screen still says nothing, but weighs his options in silence. “Feeling lucky, Captain?” Harrison challenged the man. “Or do you want to live to fight another day?” The man on the screen nods curtly once, then cuts the connection.


  Armadillo laughs derisively. And for the first time, though not the last, the ship adds a name to his enemy's list.


  Editor's Introduction to:


  BATTLEFIELD LASERS


  by Eric S. Raymond


  In addition to authoring his influential book on technology, The Cathedral and the Bazaar, ESR is a supporter of Defense Distributed, the online, open source organization that designs and distributes 3D-printable weapons. He writes: “I approve of any development that makes it more difficult for governments and criminals to monopolize the use of force. As 3D printers become less expensive and more ubiquitous, this could be a major step in the right direction.”


  Some of those innovative ideas are further expressed in “Battlefield Lasers”, in which Eric explores the way the combination of inexpensive do-it-yourself technology and 4th Generation War is going to have tremendous consequences for conventional military weapons as well as the conventional militaries that rely upon them.


  The second of ESR's two contributions to this anthology, “Battlefield Lasers” ties in nicely with his fiction contribution, “Sucker Punch”.


  BATTLEFIELD LASERS


  by Eric S. Raymond


  Warfare is a matter of costs. Inexpensive bullets killed off knightly armor. When a weapons system can be reliably defeated by a counter that is orders of magnitude cheaper, it's obsolete.


  On May 12, 2014 in Clovis California, a man named Sergio Rodriguez created a minor flap in the national press when he was sentenced to 14 years in prison for zapping a police helicopter with a cheap handheld laser pointer (news accounts suggest about 65 milliwatts of output power). Beam spread helped him do it; over the thousands of feet between ground and the chopper the effect area widened out to about a foot in diameter.


  This time, no one was killed. But the first fatal air crash due to a laser-blinded pilot may already have happened; in the nature of things, lasers leave few forensic traces. In 2013, about 4,000 laser attacks were reported to U.S. authorities; those, of course, were the survivors.[1]


  The FBI has launched a nationwide program to deter the likes of Rodriguez. Because nobody is actually in any doubt that, whether or not it has already happened, a low-flying manned aircraft could be brought down by a battery-powered laser with a power output of well below a watt. The aircraft itself may not be vulnerable, but that doesn't matter because the pilot's eyeballs are.


  Rodriguez has gang connections; his attempt was best understood as a form of insurgent action against the police, and is representative of the largest single category of laser attacks. Thus, street criminals have already figured out one of the truths that will shape future warfare: you don't need to down an aircraft if you can blind its sensors.


  The U.S. military became aware of this hazard after its tank crews started playing pranks with the laser sights on their AFVs, and surrounds its pilots with polarized glass. That solves the problem—temporarily. When laser power levels increase sufficiently, polarized glass will no longer offer protection.


  Thirteen months before Rodriguez's arrest, the U.S. Navy successfully tested a ship-mounted point-defense laser against an incoming drone. The LaWS (Laser Weapons System) is radar-guided and can burn through metal.[2] As if to directly confirm the predictions made three months earlier in previous drafts of this essay, a 30-kilowatt system was forward-deployed to the Persian Gulf on the USS Ponce in October 2014. It was certified operational by the Office of Naval Research on December 10, 2014, five days before this book was published.


  The LaWS is a big, sexy, power-hungry, expensive piece of equipment that must have been dreamed up by someone who loved space opera.[3] Once the fixed expense is paid, though, a LaWS costs about a dollar a shot. This is roughly a thousand times cheaper than a smart shell or missile or drone, and many millions of times cheaper than a manned aircraft. That cost ratio is extremely significant.


  If history teaches us anything about military technology, it's that cheap systems scale up faster than expensive ones do. It is already easy to imagine an up-gunned version of Rodriguez's laser pointer slaved to a radar with a couple of bog-standard servomotors. Off-the-shelf parts, incremental cost less than $3K each, with most of it the development budget going for the targeting firmware. Cost per shot, effectively free.


  Call it the PlaneZapper. You could sit it on a roof, power it off wall current, and it would blind every pilot it can see. Including drone pilots; even if there's a peak-clipping filter between a drone's sensors and its pilot's screen, the effect will be like whiteout. Altitude and cloudy skies might save pilots from the early versions of the PlaneZapper, but for anything that has to fly low and slow this could already be a death knell. Close air support and medevac are obvious vulnerabilities.


  Protocol IV of the Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons, adopted by the United Nations on 13 October 1995, has been signed by 102 states as of mid-2014. It forbids weapons designed to permanently blind combatants, but not weapons designed to induce temporary (reversible) blindness, or weapons which blind as an “incidental or collateral effect” of attacks on otherwise legitimate targets or optical sensors.


  It is unclear how much practical impact Protocol IV will have on the development of PlaneZapper-like devices. The wording is such as to make allegations that a weapon is designed to cause permanent rather than temporary blindness very disputable. Terrorists and non-state actors are unlikely to feel bound by it. Nevertheless, there is certainly possibility of attempts by lawfare to hinder the deployment of laser point defence by invoking Protocol IV.


  Looking up from the present high end, someday soon we'll know how to build a truck- or tank-mounted version of a LaWS that can run off portable generators. It won't come within an order of magnitude of the power output of a ship-mounted LaWS, but it won't have to because it won't be designed to kill missiles. It will be an area-denial weapon for slower-moving man-rated aircraft and drones. Because it is designed for vehicle mission kills, Protocol IV should not apply to it.


  Someday? Actually, something almost like this has existed since the late 1990s. It's called an MTHEL (Mobile Tactical High-Energy Laser) and the MTHEL demonstrator was a deuterium-fluoride pulsed infrared laser jointly developed by Israel and the U.S.


  The MTHEL is not quite good enough for battlefield deployment yet; we need better laser physics to improve conversion efficiency. The choice of wavelength means clouds do little to inhibit it, but altitude limitations remain a significant problem. The LaWS has a reported range of about a mile (5,000 feet and change). There is reason to suspect the Navy is lowballing this figure for public consumption, but probably not by more than a factor of two or three. Strategic bombers in the B-2 class top out at about 50,000 feet. That's a big difference.


  But time is not on the side of the flyboys. The kinds of advances in physics required to give the MTHEL real teeth aren't predictable, but have a strong tendency to happen exactly when military planners counting on them not to happen have settled into complacency. Also, weapons platforms that have to move themselves around at high speed are intrinsically much more expensive than counterweapons that can track them by slewing a lens.


  Now consider the difference between destroying a fast mover and blinding its sensors. Both are mission kills, but while destruction would take a LaWS-class weapon, sensor-blinding would require only a Rodriguez-class weapon. That would be good enough to take out anything that relies on optical sensors for navigation (manned air, drones) though not dumb ballistic shells or GPS-guided missiles.


  (GPS systems have their own problems. They are ridiculously easy to locally jam by spoofing the timing signals emitted by the GPS satellite constellation, and though illegal for civilian consumers in the U.S. and many other countries this is in fact routinely done around very high-value fixed locations such as national command authorities. There is no way to fix this other than by lofting another set of navsats with encrypted signals, which is impractical because key distribution to the huge number of client installations would inevitably be fragile and leaky. However, it may sometimes be possible to avoid GPS dependence in daytime over land by taking bearings on pairs or triples of waypoints with known geodetic locations.)


  Lasers, promising as they look, may not even be the most serious near-term threat to expensive airplanes. In the Middle East, the Israelis are reliably taking down Qassam rockets and even artillery shells with Iron Dome interceptor missiles. Systems like that will become cheaper and more effective too.


  Now ignore lasers and Iron Dome for a moment. Just think about drones, which don't have the range/altitude limits of the MTHEL or LaWS and are still thousands of times cheaper than manned aircraft, and how very rapidly they are evolving. Now consider how little work it would take to mount sensor- or pilot-blinding lasers on a drone.


  The conclusion is inescapable. Manned airpower is dying. Soon it will be dead. In an unknown but possibly rather short amount of time after that, the mission lifetime of anything in a war zone that flies and is neither very effectively stealthed nor moving too fast to track will be measured in minutes, at most.


  People who do military futurology, whether they're war planners or SF authors, need to start thinking seriously about the consequences. Because a very large portion of the last century's military doctrine is about to land in the dustbin of history. The most immediately pressing question is: what happens to combined-arms tactics when close air support is no more?


  In 2014, an A-10 can still laugh at ground-based lasers. Mostly. A really lucky shot could cause a fuel-tank fire. If you miss, a pissed-off Warthog pilot will shortly be explaining the error of your ways with all the eloquence of a 30mm autocannon. But this is almost certain not to remain the case indefinitely. It may not even remain the case through another full cycle of military procurement.


  Beyond that, what happens when any gun drone loitering long enough to fill in for that A-10 is a big fat target that might as well have a sign on it reading “KILL ME!” Or, just as good and requiring orders of magnitude less laser output power, “BLIND MY SENSORS!”


  Worst case, what happens when high-altitude heavy bombers are too expensive to risk against any target with even the budget of a small nation-state or equivalent behind it?


  Some possibilities that should be good for a few SF stories follow:


  Fixed infrastructure becomes impractical to take out with theater air because it is too easily defended by drones and lasers much less expensive than attack aircraft. In the extreme case, even strategic bombing stops working; superlasers or many cheap drones chasing a few hyperexpensive heavy bombers is unlikely to end well for the nation paying for the bombers.


  Infantry increases in importance. Not because you can't kill a troop with a battlefield laser, but because the implied cost ratio drops to the point where you can afford to flood defensive positions with shooters. Automatically targeting human beings against dynamic and cluttered backgrounds is much more difficult than targeting flying objects in the sky.


  Paratroopers, not rejoicing in the complicated earth-bound background that makes infantry tricky to target automatically, are toast. Quite literally, if anyone tries to deploy them within a laser's operating range.


  Conventional artillery is in deep trouble. Especially if it uses smart munitions, which are catnip for Iron-Dome style systems that rely on emissions tracking. But the more general problem is that, near the peak of its trajectory and during its ballistic-descent phase, an artillery shell moves relatively slowly and predictably. With LaWS-class weapons, that pesky cost ratio per shot may well relegate cannon to the status of museum pieces.


  Armor also rises in importance. Their guns, or in the future, lasers, direct-fire at high velocity; there is no ballistic descent phase for a laser's tracking systems to exploit. Because tanks don't have to fly, they have a much bigger weight budget to spend on ablative armor and projectors for opaque aerosols. At the extreme, land leviathans like the Nazi “Maus” super-heavy tank might look viable again. They'd still have a serious ground-pressure problem; the real reason main battle tanks topped out at about 70 tons and have gotten a bit lighter in recent decades is due to the load limits of roads and bridges. With enough military incentive this might change; the largest tracked vehicle in the world—the giant Bagger 288 strip-mining machine—can roll over grass without killing it.


  Roads and bridges aren't the only way to move. Armored trains and shallow-draft river monitors might make a comeback. Or maybe not: unlike a tank, which can move to within direct-fire range of its target, these need to lob shells on trajectories that would make them relatively easy targets for lasers.


  At sea, the changes will be even more dizzying. Aircraft carriers, obsolete. Conventional battleships won't come back because artillery shells will be too easy to shoot down. Lasers will quickly broaden their role from anti-air and anti-artillery to being the only viable ship-to-ship weapons. Submarines, shooting torpedoes a laser can't reach, will increase in importance.


  In effect, navies will lose reliable use of their fast movers and over-the-horizon weapons. We won't quite be back to the Battle of Jutland, as increasing access to satellite surveillance will make fleets-in-being difficult to conceal - but actually forcing an engagement will become more difficult. Perhaps more importantly, power projection onto even near-shore targets will become much less effective and much more risky.


  Another kind of power projection—expeditionary troop deployments—will also get much riskier. Without reliable flying platforms for anti-submarine warfare, protecting large high-value targets like troop transports in the open ocean may become impractical.


  Humans being the ingenious monkeys that they are, countermeasures against laser anti-air will be tried. One already mentioned is stealthing; a laser can't kill what it can't acquire. One problem with this is that jet or rocket exhaust is necessarily an IR hotspot. Another is that gun drones necessarily de-stealth themselves when they fire. Still, stealthing and nap-of-the-earth flying habits may preserve a useful combat lifetime for reconnaissance drones.


  Another counter mentioned previously is moving fast enough that laser turrets cannot combine the angular velocity and precision required to maintain lock, or can't get the dwell time required to do damage. Manned air, drones and cruise missiles in general won't be able to reach a velocity regime where this is an issue; ballistic missiles, rocket-assisted shells and railgun shells might. There will be a significant capability race here.


  A third counter is to move from smart projectiles with rocket or jet fuel on board to inert ones. This eliminates an important prompt-kill mechanism, which is laser-induced heating of unexpended fuel until it cooks off explosively. Unlike surface damage, this can't be prevented by spinning the projectile.


  Railguns are worth particular note here as a future possibility. They fire inert slugs at very high velocities and might eventually fill in the artillery role in an otherwise laser-dominated sky. The U.S.'s prototype railgun at Dahlgren can throw a projectile at ~2.4-2.7 km/sec, which is just below the 3.0km/sec threshold at which the kinetic energy at impact roughly equals the yield of an explosive shell and suggests an effective range of over 150km.


  But, while there has been some speculation about fielding railguns on the upcoming Zumwalt-class destroyer, these systems are currently further from a deployable state than the MTHEL. Peak power output required to drive the projectile would be much, much higher. And, at present, the induction forces are so powerful that railguns tend to self-destruct on first firing. Some major advances in materials science will be needed to overcome the latter problem.


  Now let's consider us to the strategic consequences of the death of airpower, and, more generally, of the neutralization of standoff weapons by laser point defence. Most obviously, this shift in cost ratios favors the defence. But we can be more specific than that.


  The kinds of weapons these developments put the most terminal pressure on are the most expensive, complex ones—aircraft carriers and man-rated aircraft being the extreme examples. Cheap, dispersible weapons systems like infantry and direct-fire armor will become more important even as expeditionary deployment of them gets riskier.


  Together, these trends can be expected to reduce the capital-concentration advantages of large nations. Major conventional wars will become more difficult even against second-string militaries; likely there will never be another walkover like the First and Second Iraq Wars.


  This in turn implies that smaller nations—and possibly non-state actors such as separatist groups, back-country warlords, or Islamic terror organizations backed by oil money—will become more difficult to suppress. The U.S. and regional hegemonic powers will face increasing difficulties in force projection. The implied future is one of fewer large wars, but more small ones.


  Editor's Introduction to:


  TELL IT TO THE DEAD


  by Steve Rzasa and Vox Day


  Steve Rzasa and Vox Day, both of whom are introduced elsewhere in this collection with individually crafted stories, also collaborate in the QUANTUM MORTIS series. That series, QM for short, features a former Marine turned military cop, Chief Warrant Officer Graven Tower of the Military Crimes Investigation Division-Xenocriminology and Alien Relations department (MCID-XAR), and the cybernetic essence of his late wife. Tower, at first glance, appears strange, and occasionally displays less humanity than that spousal cybernetic essence. As the man said, “You are what you were back when.” This is that “back when”, a tale from Chief Tower's past as a member of the Duke of Rhysalan's Marines, and of his first encounter with the posthumans of the Man-Machine Unity.


   


  Fans of the QM universe will want to read “Tell It To The Dead” for the fleshing out of Tower’s background that it offers. I’ll be very surprised if readers of “Tell It To The Dead” won’t, likewise, feel a strong urge to delve into the QUANTUM MORTIS universe.


  TELL IT TO THE DEAD


  by Steve Rzasa and Vox Day


  There was a loud metallic screeching, and then the men of Kilo Company, 3rd Battalion, 2nd Marines were slammed back into their AG-powered supports as their rapid-insert transport was fired out of the Rhysalani assault cruiser at a velocity of 425 meters per second. Every Marine there, including PFC Graven Tower, knew that if the inertial compensators failed, he would be crushed flatter than a bug hitting the windscreen of a speeding aerovar, battle armor or no battle armor. Even with the anti-gravity protecting them, the g-forces still pressed them back uncomfortably in their pods, into which they were inserted like so much ammo.


  The Lightning-class transport was little more than a very large projectile with inertial compensators and an engine, although in the place of explosive fills it was packed with concentric rings of cells that each contained a single Duke's Marine. Or perhaps loaded with a Marine would have been a more accurate description, as the cells were designed to literally fire the Marines out of the transport at low altitude in a horizontal plane. The transport was only provided with enough shielding to permit a hot entry through the atmosphere; it was designed to protect the troops it carried with speed, not armor.


  But it wasn't only speed that helped them avoid the planetary defenses. Deception played a part too. Bravo Company's transport had been fired in the cruiser's fourth salvo; the fifteen other projectiles fired were HE missiles that gave off an electronic profile identical to that of the transport. They were aimed at specific targets; if there were any anti-bombardment systems active, the transport was unlikely to be prioritized.


  PFC Tower knew all this, and yet he couldn't help tensing his muscles, as if doing so would help ward off an autoplasma or anti-missile from shooting down the transport. At least it would be quick, he reminded himself. At the speed they were traveling, even a misplaced piece of space debris would be sufficient to end everyone's day in a hurry.


  “Your heart rate says you're either cranked up or trying to shit a brick, Tower,” the sergeant said. He was positioned two cells to the right of Tower and he sounded amused. “Relax, Private. This is the easy part. Hell, Chadwick's taking a nap.”


  Tower looked at the numerical readout of his platoon. To his amazement, he saw that Chadwick's heart rate was showing only 80 beats per hecto. His own was nearly twice that!


  “Don't you think you should wake him up, Sarge?”


  He heard a ghostly chuckle in his ears. “If he can sleep through the popper, let him.”


  Tower shuddered. As terrifying as their rapid descent through atmo was, the popper was even worse. Once the transport punched through the planet's atmosphere and plunged most of the way to the surface, its engines would fire and direct it towards its destination. As it approached the almost comically misnamed “landing zone”, it would begin rotating and ejecting Marines from their cells. The problem was that the ejection meant that the inertial compensators protecting them from the crushing G-forces would no longer be doing so; it was an extremely unpleasant experience.


  There was the silver lining, he thought. At least if they were shot down in the next few hectos, he'd be spared the popper.


  “Clearing atmo,” the pilot said. In truth, it was more of an honorary title. At the moment, he had no more control over the transport at the moment than Tower did. “Engine firing in three…two…one.”


  Other than the vague sense of a roaring sound in the distance, Tower couldn't tell that the engines had engaged. But he felt a pressure on his chest as the transport leveled out, now fighting the planet's gravity instead of using it.”


  “We're clear of the black-space defenses,” the pilot commented. “It's your lucky day, Marines. They're not even shooting at our dummies.”


  “They don't know we're coming, gentlemen.” The lieutenant spoke on the platoon channel. “Now that we're level, it's only a half-kaysec to the zone. Team leaders, confirm that your exos are slaved.”


  “Team Go,” he heard Sarge say, but on the team channel this time.


  “Ready Go,” Baudet, the team's rifleman confirmed.


  “Fire Go,” said Hall.


  Tower glanced at his team readout. A green frame was flashing around the figure that represented him, the fire team's missileer. “Arrow Go.”


  Once popped, each Marine's fixed exo-wings would spread out and the four of them would fly down to ground under Team's control. Tower had the vague notion that the team leaders were themselves slaved in some manner to the squad and platoon commanders, based on how smoothly they flew in formation through the sky. They had no thrusters or chutes; the key to a safe landing was to hold still and let Team's AI make whatever adjustments were necessary. The best way to ensure one augured in and created a man-sized crater was to panic and start thrashing around, sabotaging one's own glide path. While the individual Marine could control his exo-wings, they were tricky and even battle armor might not be sufficient to save a Marine who hit the ground at too steep an angle.


  He wondered if anyone had woken Chadwick up yet. He glanced at the platoon summary and saw the man's heart rate was up over 100. Apparently someone had.


  “Stay cool now,” Sarge urged. “After we pop, just stay loose, and we'll glide nice and easy to the ground.” Alpha pops in ten, then Bravo, then us.”


  The transport rotated to line up the appropriate ejectees. So did Tower's stomach, or at least it felt as if it was. He tried to breathe slowly and count to ten, but he reached fourteen before the sergeant interrupted his counting. The transport rotated again.


  “Alpha is go. We pop in twenty.”


  Okay, so twenty. He could count to twenty. One, two, three.... He tried not to think about how fast they were moving, about the fact that he was about to be fired out of the rapidly moving transport by a mechanism that was essentially a large, single-shot gun. Or about how close they were to the very hard alien ground below.


  “Bravo is go.”


  The ship rotated again. It took everything Tower had not to scream as the green glow of the transport's interior suddenly vanished into pitch black as a mighty hand seemed to pluck him out of the safety of the ship and hurl him, helpless, into the night sky. He shut his eyes tightly and panted, resisting the urge to try to curl himself into a ball. Not that he could, of course, the rigid exoskeleton attached to his armor was already extending its stubby wings as it stretched out his legs and forced his arms against his sides.


  Before he had even opened his eyes, he'd been forcibly transformed from a tumbling body into an aerodynamic glider capable of soaring for kilometers.


  “Wee-ha!” someone shouted. He thought it was Hall.


  “Pipe down, Fire,” Sarge ordered. “Ready, Arrow, you with us?”


  “Roger, Team.”


  “Arrow?”


  “Roger that,” he managed to say. The four of them were now swooping in a tight arc towards the southwest, and the sergeant's AI was adjusting their flight paths to bring them into closer formation. He knew from his insertion training that the machine intelligence was capable of landing them within a meter of their rendezvous point with the rest of the squad, but it was still nerve-wracking to feel his body being constantly moved and adjusted.


  The ground was flashing by rapidly underneath. No one was shooting at them, he was glad to see, although at the speeds they were moving, it would take a fairly serious fire-control system to even target them and according to the briefing, the Pandorians they were nominally attacking didn't have anything of the kind. The real concern was the cadre of Unity officers that were the Marines' primary target; the posthumans had been the key to reversing Pandorian losses in the Techno-State's war against the Kingdom of Bever.


  “Exo-blow in ten,” Sarge announced, just as Tower was beginning to wonder how much closer to the ground they could get without auguring in at speed. He counted silently to himself, then felt as if he'd slammed into a brick wall as his armor shed the winged exoskeleton in a manner that abruptly reduced his speed by a considerable margin. “Exos off, now tuck and eat dirt!”


  Tower's battlesuit curled itself into what he hoped was an impenetrable ball of metal. He couldn't see anything, but he really didn't want to anyhow. He struck the ground with a glancing blow, bounced into the air, then slammed down again, harder this time. Four more bounces and he finally came to a halt and leaped up to his feet, completely unharmed thanks to the miracles of Twenty-Fifth Century engineering.


  “Get your bang on, boys,” Sarge said. Tower felt a vibration as the X42 missile launcher slid up from its slot on the back and activated; a purple crosshair joined the green and yellow ones that were tied to the plasma beamer on his left arm and the laser built into his right. All three crosshairs were actively scanning the horizon, locking momentarily on objects in the distance as his suit AI indicated passive fire mode. “Follow me!”


  Tower was pleased to see that his heart rate was lower than two of his teammates. It was the insertion that frightened him more than the prospect of combat itself. Then a flashing orange icon appeared on his display, coming in airborne at speeds that indicated a hovercraft. As he focused on it, it turned red.


  “Troop transport, knock it down!” Sarge called out to him.


  Tower blinked twice with his left eye to select the purple crosshairs, then to the red icon with his eyes. The crosshairs flashed green as he achieved lock, and then he felt a kick to his right shoulder followed by a bright flash as the X42 launched a Hellraiser at the transport some two kilometers away. The missile closed in rapidly on the hovercraft, which took no evasive maneuvers. A moment later, orange-red clouds billowed in the night sky.


  “One transport KIA,” he reported gleefully.


  “First blood to Arrow,” Sarge said. “See that building 800 meters ahead? That's Primary. Remember, the Major wants us to capture one of them Unity freaks if we can.”


  They managed to get within 400 meters of the building before the first lasers flashed out in their direction, forcing them to take cover. One hit Ready, but ablated harmlessly against his armor. Three of them returned fire while Ready lay down and supported his projectile-armed right with a nearby rock. With his enhanced oculars, he was able to drop three enemy soldiers with headshots in rapid succession.


  “How many do you make?” Sarge asked Fire, who had a better view of the enemy position as he was pouring intense plasma fire toward what looked like an emplaced two-man laser cannon. The cannon was firing deep red high-intensity beams that were considerably more dangerous to them than all the laser rifle fire combined. The scarlet beams were powerful enough to burn through the Marines' armor if contact was maintained long enough, and they were forced to take shelter behind a hill, out of the cannon's line of sight.


  “Suit's saying fifty-four, not counting the six KIA.”


  A burst of fire came from their left and the laser cannon abruptly stopped firing.


  “Looks like the rest of the gang finally showed up. Let's move in before they can re-man it.” Sarge paused for a moment. “All right, we've got suppression fire in three…two…one!”


  Hell erupted from their left and right as the squad's other two teams opened fire on the Pandorian position. Red lasers and purple plasma streams carved chunks out of the buildings and cut down the lightly armored natives with equal indifference, and the incoming fire abruptly stopped as the Pandorians took cover.


  “Follow me!” Sarge was the first to his feet, but Tower wasn't far behind him. They charged forward, powerful servo-mechanicals hurling them forward faster than any unassisted man could hope to run. As they moved towards the small complex, Tower switched his target-assist to full active for his plasma arm, leaving his laser arm and the X42 on passive. No sooner had he done so that his left arm moved of its own accord and fired two quick bursts at someone he hadn't even seen.


  Fire had done the same, as Tower could hear the whining sound of the pair of flechette cannons swivel-mounted on his teammate's shoulders that were spitting out hypersonic streams of the thin metal projectiles. One hundred meters out, Sarge aimed his left fist at the door and launched two grenades at the door of the largest building. Even as the grenades blew a large hole in the building front, he launched another one, this time from his right forearm. Although they were still outside and protected from the brunt of the 25 million-candela flash, the burst of light caused Tower's faceplate to dim momentarily.


  And then they were inside. The number 15 flashed on his display and his plasma auto-burned through three men before he registered that the enemy soldiers were offering no resistance. He switched it to passive, but not before blowing the head off a fourth Pandorian who was stumbling about with both hands pressed to his blinded eyes.


  “On the floor!” Sarge's voice boomed through his exo-mike. “Now, bitches!”


  The survivors hastened to comply. Sarge scanned the room, then, satisfied there was no immediately pressing danger, turned to face Tower. “Turn it off sooner next time, Arrow. Last thing we need is you launching a Hellraiser in an enclosed space.”


  “Aye-aye, Sarge.” The X42 wouldn't launch at anything closer than 200 meters, but Tower knew this wasn't the time to argue. And even hyped up as he was, he did feel a mild twinge of guilt about unnecessarily killing the four soldiers. It was funny, he thought. He'd probably killed an entire platoon, maybe two, when taking down the transport, and that didn't bother him at all. But then, he wasn't standing over their burned bodies lying in improbable positions at his feet either. Sorry about that, he apologized silently to the corpses. No hard feelings, aye?


  The sergeant was interrogating what appeared to be the senior surviving officer. “Fire, Arrow, down the stairs and to the right. This guy says there is a Unity officer in the comms room there. Look sharp and try to capture him if you can. And make damn sure your actives are off!”


  Fire led the way. The door was closed, but instead of blowing it off its hinges or burning through it, Fire simply kicked it open. There, sitting in a chair facing them with a pair of large screens behind him, was the first posthuman Tower had ever seen in person.


  He appeared to be unarmed, although it was hard to tell considering the amount of silver metal that encased the left side of his head, his shoulders, and the outsides of his legs. His eyes had been replaced with multi-faceted orbs, and four sensors were implanted in his forehead. Tower couldn't tell if his hands were synthetic or if he was simply wearing gloves, and while his forearms were sheathed in some sort of black rubber, they did not look thick enough to contain any obvious weapons.


  He held up both hands. “Good evening. You must be the Duke's Marines of whom there has been so much chatter. If you are amenable, I should like to request the opportunity to surrender.”


  Fire glanced at Tower. Tower shrugged. It was no skin of his nose if the cyberfreak wanted to play it cool.


  “Stand up, turn around, and place your hands behind you.”


  The posthuman complied readily enough, so Tower didn't bother to rough him up as he zip-tied the strange metallic hands in the plasteel bindings they all carried. And when they urged him to precede them up the stairs, he climbed them without hesitation, two steps at a time. He was tall, standing nearly as tall as the Marines in their battle armor, Tower observed when they brought him to the sergeant. The Pandorians were similarly bound, hands behind their backs, seated along one wall.


  “What do we do with him, Sarge?”


  “The lieutenant is on his way. We're to hold him until he gets here. And don't let him near your interfaces. Word is they've got viral codes that can screw with your suits if they get inside.”


  Both Fire and Tower took an inadvertent step back from the prisoner. There were no less than seven physical interfaces of various kinds in the battlesuit he was wearing, and Tower had no desire to eat his own plasma if he could help it, especially not when there were four lifeless testimonies to its capacity for independent mayhem lying on the floor nearby.


  It wasn't long before Lieutenant Bosson arrived, in the company of two more squads. His coming was regarded by the squad with some relief, as they knew he was trained to deal with the cyborgs.


  “Nice work, men,” the lieutenant complimented them. “We found five or six of them in a barracks facility to the north, but didn't manage to take any of them prisoner. Captain Rijkaard will be pleased about this.”


  “Sir,” the sergeant acknowledged curtly. But Tower knew he was chuffed at the lieutenant's praise. They all were.


  The Unity man seemed to recognize the lieutenant's status even though there were no outwards signs of rank on his armor. He nodded slightly to acknowledge the Marine officer, then surprised everyone, even the captured Pandorians, by demanding their surrender.


  “We are authorized to offer you a safe return to your ships presently in orbit around the planet. You may keep your arms; all we require is the return of the bodies of all members of the Transcognitive Unity, the release of all prisoners taken, and a promise that no member of the Duke of Rhysalan's armed forces will return to the Zaccagnin system for the period of three standard annums.”


  The Marines looked at each other, confused.


  “Does he think we're surrendering to him?” Baudet asked on the team channel. “Maybe he's got a bug in his programming.”


  “Shut up,” Sarge barked.


  “Thank you for the offer, but we will respectfully decline.” Lieutenant Bosson placed his hands on his armored hips. “All right. Who are you, why do you claim to possess such an authorization, and how many more Unity soldiers are there on the planet and in Pandoria? You may address me as 'Lieutenant'.”


  The posthuman responded with a stream of unintelligible high-pitched electronic gibberish.


  “How about you try that again, in a language we understand. You should be aware that if you will not divulge your name, rank, and identification, I have the right under the Treaty of Alzakhar to have you shot as a spy, your various accoutrements notwithstanding.”


  One of the men accompanying the lieutenant, Sergeant Daniels, Tower thought, pressed his fist to the back of the prisoner's skull. There was an audible click as projectile rifle in his right forearm auto-loaded.


  “His what?”


  “All the machine whatnot.”


  “Oh, right.”


  “Will you two shut it?”


  “Sorry Sarge.”


  “Our apologies, Lieutenant. Our name is Anzine Y849-34H2-2B77-848K. Our rank is the equivalent of a captain in the Rhysalani Armed Forces. Our identification is identical to our name; we do not differentiate between name and identity as you do.”


  “Of course you don't. How many are there in your cadre operation?”


  “We are not required to tell you that, Lieutenant.”


  “That's true, you're not. But this is one of your comm centers, and I expect there is a good bit of information on those machines I'm informed you've got in the basement. So, we're going to get the information anyhow, and if you simply tell me how many of you there are and where you are located, you'll save me the trouble of killing large quantities of Pandorians hunting them down.”


  “We are afraid we do not share your concern for your fellow semi-evolved, Lieutenant.”


  The lieutenant stared silently at the posthuman for a long moment. It seemed as if a full kilosec passed before he spoke again, although it wasn't nearly that long by Tower's running mission clock. “I've ordered an orbital strike on one of our tertiary targets. It is going to kill a large quantity of Pandorians, many of them non-combatants, as well as however many of your kind are present in that location. It will take place in thirty seconds. And after it takes place, I will issue a no-quarter order for all non-Pandorian military personnel, yourself excluded, as you have already been taken prisoner. Unless you start talking now.”


  Metal eyes met mirrored shield. Neither blinked. There were perhaps ten seconds remaining when the prisoner nodded and lifted his bound hands behind his back.


  “You win, lieutenant. Call off the orbital strike. Free our hands and we will give you the information you seek concerning the current locations and status of all Unity personnel on the planet.”


  The lieutenant nodded at the sergeant, who slashed through the plasmetal zips with a laserblade. The cyborg held out one finger, and peeled both glove and pseudoflesh back to reveal what looked like a standard XSB interface. He held it up and waggled it, daringly.


  “Where would you like us to insert it, Lieutenant?”


  Tower couldn't help it. He laughed. The lieutenant did not.


  “What about the viral codes?” Fire asked on the team channel.


  “He'll scan it first, officers have AIs equipped to handle that sort of stuff,” Sarge answered. And indeed, the lieutenant produced a device that was unattached to his suit, inserted the prisoner's finger-interface into it, then examined the readout. He nodded, satisfied, then extruded an interface cord from the device that he plugged into his own suit.


  Fire looked at Tower, and they both shook their heads in unison. Maybe their AIs were smart enough to quarantine any electronic attacks, but what if they weren't? On the other hand, if the information was good, it would help them get the mission done faster, and at less risk. Tower shrugged. Either way, it wasn't his call. And it seemed as if the lieutenant had made the right one, because in a matter of seconds, Tower saw his mission parameters updated as the strat-AIs in the orbital op center reassessed the situation and revised their objectives.


  Certainly the lieutenant seemed pleased.


  “Sidran, Marshall, escort the prisoners to the designated area, then rejoin your team here. Howe, Carpenter, while they're doing that, I want every piece of information on those machines in the comm center uploaded to orbit for analysis. Quarantine it. Everyone else, you know what to do. Let's move out!”


  Tower followed Sarge and Ready out the gaping hole that had once been a door. He glanced back at the Unity officer, and saw the cyborg was coolly staring at them, its secret thoughts safely ensconced behind inhuman metal eyes.


   


  The Pandorians fell back before their advance, but the Marines met stiffer resistance as they approached the spaceport that was their new objective. The Pandorians had brought up their mobile artillery and were augmenting it with a pair of low-flying armored hovercraft. Tower wasted two of his remaining eleven missiles trying to bring them down before he realized they were being protected from laser-lock by some sort of sophisticated jamming equipment. Unity, no doubt. They were just a minor annoyance, however, as their armor was too light to permit them to come within range of the twin flechette cannons of Fire and the other gunners. The real problem was the mobile artillery, which were Cobras armed with large-bore fusion cannons. Between their agility and their firepower, they were able to keep the Marines pinned down and unable to advance towards the complex in which the Unity had set up its command center.


  “Hit the dirt and shade your screens,” Sarge warned as two bright blue explosions detonated two hundred meters to their left. “The lieutenant is calling in the orbital. And turn off your sonics!”


  They hastened to obey. An orbital bombardment was the closest thing to an Act of God that Interstellar Man had produced since the sunbuster turned out to be nothing more than a ruse. A full FFE by an assault cruiser made being caught outside with a savage thunderstorm directly overhead seem like an afternoon at the beach by comparison.


  When it hit, the ground underneath them didn't so much shake as recoil. The noise wasn't something that Tower heard, it was something he felt resonating violently through him to his very core. It was as if a giant hammer of the gods was being driven deep into the crust of the planet again, and again, and again. And when it ended, Tower felt as if he'd been beaten, literally and physically beaten, and was left with a strange sense of his perceptions being permanently altered.


  Sarge rose to his knees, and then swore.


  “What's the matter, Sarge?”


  “Damned artillery is still there. So where did it land?”


  Tower undimmed his screen and cautiously looked over the ridge. Sarge was right. The three port-o-cannons that had been in view before were still there.


  “Oh, dammit, that can't be right!”


  “What can't be right?”


  But before Ready answered, Tower realized what he was about to say. Calling up the platoon summary showed an entire squad had gone dark. Offline, which under the circumstances almost surely meant KIA.


  “Shit!” It was bad, Tower realized. Sarge never swore on the platoon channel, he usually reserved his more colorful language for the team net. “Lieutenant, we've got a Code Blue. Repeat, Code Blue, dammit!”


  Tower could hear the other men swearing. Somehow, someone had screwed up along the way. Badly screwed up. The orbital strike for which the Lieutenant called had gone awry and taken out twelve Marines. Not even battle armor could withstand the fearsome main guns of a star cruiser. They would have been smashed like bugs beneath a hard-soled boot.


  “The coordinates were correct! I checked them twice, sergeant!” The lieutenant sounded uncharacteristically rattled. “I'm checking them again…look, they were right!”


  “It's not your fault, sir.” Sarge was quick to reassure him. “Someone up there is probably getting an Alpha Charlie about now. Damn squids!”


  “Dammit, what do I do? We can't move in until we clear out those fusion cannons!”


  “Call it in again, sir. Navy can hardly kill them twice.”


  There was a moment of comm silence, broken only by the strange zap-barking of the fusion cannon and the subsequent detonations.


  “All right, men. Incoming in twenty.”


  Again, they hit the deck. Again, the wrath of a thousand angry gods smote the earth in a hellish series of gargantuan detonations that left Tower feeling detached, almost dreamy, as if he was having an out-of-body experience. But no sooner had the orbital barrage ended than the Pandorians began firing again.


  “The hell?” Sarge swore. Tower looked over the ridge and was appalled to see scores of Pandorians pouring out of the spaceport buildings, counterattacking under the suppressing fire of the mobile artillery. “Lieutenant? Billy? Daniels? Dammit, where are you all at?”


  They were dead, Tower realized. About four hundred meters off to their left was a smaller hill overlooking the spaceport. Lieutenant Bosson, the platoon HQ, and Alpha Squad had taken up positions on the slope, behind the crest. Now the hill simply wasn't there anymore; great gouts of glowing, overheated smoke were rising from where it had been. He called up the platoon summary. Thirteen more Marines were now offline.


  Tower was bewildered. He knew blue-on-blue events could happen, but how had the lieutenant somehow managed to call for the orbital right on top of his own head? Lieutenant Bosson was right sharp, even the buck sergeants respected him.


  “The bastards knew!” Ready exclaimed, even as he crawled over the crest and commenced firing. One Pandorian dropped, then a second, followed by a third. At this range, he was one shot, one kill-lethal. “Sarge, they had to know!”


  “Who knew, the Pandorians? How could they know the bloody Navy bolos would drop their loads on us?”


  “They must have compromised our comm links somehow!”


  “That's impossible!”


  But Tower had the terrible feeling he might have an idea about how they might have done it.


  “Fall back, Charlie!” Tower recognized the voice of the company CO ordering the other squad to retreat. A new objective flashed in green some 10 kilometers behind. “Sergeant Nichols, sitrep! Can you hold long enough to permit an extraction?”


  “Negative, Captain! We got a major clusterfugazi developing here. Code Blue! They're counterattacking, they've got eight, no, nine Cobras, my effectives count is well over 100 and climbing, and I've got fuck-all to stop them! Arrow, bogey at three-thirty!”


  Tower stopped firing his plasma and looked up to see a hovercraft swooping down in their direction, lasers blazing. He still couldn't achieve a proper lock, so he lined up the crosshairs manually and dumb-fired four missiles in quick succession, figuring there was no point in saving them for when he was dead. Three of them missed, but one struck home, and the hovercraft suddenly spun into a twisting dive as it ceased to defy gravity. A second hovercraft he hadn't seen abruptly pulled up and turned away before he could even take aim at it. Score one for the old school, he thought to himself.


  Even so, the situation was still desperate.


  “We've lost contact with Lieutenant Bosson. Do you know where he is, Sergeant?”


  “He's dead, sir! I told you, we just had two bloody Code Blues!”


  “Do you want to try another orbital?”


  “Negative, Captain! Hell, no! I think they're inside our system and screwing with the artillery coordinates somehow. Lieutenant Bosson called the last one right onto his own HQ!”


  “Inside our system? That's not possible, sergeant. Why do you think that?”


  “Sir, all I know is they were counterattacking before we even got our heads out of the dirt! They knew it was going to hit us and not them!”


  “After the last FFE?”


  “Yes! Sir.”


  Tower grimaced as he swept his plasma at a pair of Pandorians and saw them take cover before it struck. They were the only infantry targets now in sight, as the enemy had apparently abandoned the frontal assault and were now moving to flank their position. It was only a matter of time, and not very much of it, before he and the rest of the team would be overrun.


  For lack of a better target, he aimed his purple crosshair at one of the Cobras and discovered it would lock. Apparently the Unity hadn't thought about ground-to-ground missiles. For good reason, he discovered, as the assault gun's anti-missile cannons shredded the Hellraiser's little warhead before it got within 100 meters of the vehicle. Then a thought struck him.


  “Hey, Captain, this is Tower. Can you patch me through to the squids' big boys? I got an idea!”


  “What's the idea, Private?”


  “I can lock on their mobile guns with the X42. If the squids can get a read from that, I can maintain lock and sort of paint the target for them. I don't know what that Unity snake is doing to our systems, but I doubt it can interfere with a direct homing.”


  “Hold that lock and don't go anywhere, Tower.” There was silence for a moment. “Good idea, son. They read your lock and we're going to try it. Just one shot for starters.”


  “Incoming,” an unfamiliar voice said. Tower presumed it was the squid.


  “Get down, y'all,” Sarge barked. “Except you, Tower.”


  That reminded Tower to dim his screen. He did so just in time, because the Cobra he was targeting evaporated in a brilliant blue-green flash. The noise was loud, but the ground didn't shake more than momentarily and this time, he wasn't disoriented.


  “Strike one Cobra,” he informed the Captain with satisfaction.


  “Bravo Zulu, Tower. Find us another one.”


  Another devastating bolt caused a vehicle to vanish. Then a third. The Pandorians quickly abandoned their flanking attempt and scurried back to the spaceport as orbital artillery took out three more Cobras in rapid succession. The surviving mobile artillery pulled back too, safely out of Tower's line-of-sight, before he could target them.


  “They're falling back to the buildings,” Sarge reported.


  “Can you give us a lock there, Tower?”


  “No problem, sir.” He targeted the building into which the most troops seemed to be retreating. The crosshairs changed color and the familiar tone sounded. “We got lock. Bring the noise, Captain.”


  “Firing for effect,” the squid said. “Incoming.”


  “I reckon we can hold now, Captain,” Sarge said a few hectos later. Most of the spaceport's buildings were burning rubble, with huge gouts of flame shooting thirty meters into the air.


  “Bravo Zulu, gentlemen. Fall back to Xray, Sergeant Nichols. The transport will be there to extract you in twenty.”


  “Roger that, Captain.”


   


  The retrieval transport, which was considerably squatter and better armored than its insertion counterpart, was already on the ground by the time they arrived at the extraction point. It was better armed as well; its high-intensity laser cannons drove off a pair of unarmed drones that had been following the Marines' retreat. In the interests of not leaving any men behind, Sarge had taken the time to examine the ground where the platoon HQ had been. But, as Tower suspected, the orbital bombardment had left no sign of human remains other than a few scraps of twisted metal that still glowed with heat, and quite possibly a little radiation to boot.


  “What are we going to do with the prisoners?” Tower asked, looking at the collection of thirty or more bound men. And at the one creature that was not a man.


  “Captain says to leave them,” the lieutenant overseeing the extraction said. “Pandorians don't mean jack and that cyberfreak will be more trouble than he's worth. The Duke doesn't want a diplomatic incident with the Unity.”


  Tower walked up to the cyborg, which was watching the proceedings with a supercilious smile on its thin lips. “It was you, wasn't it.”


  It said nothing.


  “Look, you know our techs are going to figure out what you did sooner or later. I know you did it. I just want to know how.”


  The posthuman shrugged. “You are correct. War is nothing but heightened selection pressure. By the time a counter is devised by your technicians, we will have ten new variants with which to take your unenhanced minds by surprise.”


  “So tell me. How come the lieutenant's box-scrubber didn't work?”


  “Let us explain it in terms even your selection-limited brain might be able to understand. Blue does not mean go. Yellow does not mean go. But put them both together, and, well, we expect even a fleshmind assembled through haphazard processes is capable of working out the rest.”


  Tower nodded. “Yeah, I figured it was something like that.” He raised his right hand and blew off the posthuman's head with his laser. The nearby Pandorians cried out as they were splattered with blood, brains, and bits of bone and metal.


  “Stand down, Private!” Sergeant Nichols screamed at him. “What are you doing, Tower? You can't kill prisoners of war!”


  “He wasn't no prisoner, he was a damn Trojan Horse. Besides, we don't have no prisoners, right? We let them go.”


  The sergeant shook his head. “I was going to put you in for a medal, kid. Now you'll be lucky if you don't get cashiered!”


  “Tell it to the lieutenant, Sarge,” Tower said. And he walked up the ramp of the transport without looking back.


  Editor's Introduction to:


  THE LIMITS OF INTELLIGENCE: WHY IT’S NOWHERE NEAR AS IMPORTANT AS THE SPOOKS WOULD HAVE YOU THINK


  by Harry Kitchener


  “Harry Kitchener” is a nom de spook for an intelligence operative who served for longer than he cares to recall in what he insists was a relatively comfortable role in a specialized arm of the British state apparatus. It is not entirely clear how he is defining “comfortable” in this case, since it is known that for substantial portions of it “comfortable” consisted of being slightly less cold, wet, hungry, and tired than a few minutes prior. During a career which he insists was almost entirely undistinguished, despite it not having been entirely without incident, he often found himself serving far from home and largely amongst foreigners. He wonders now, sometimes aloud, about his suspicion that someone was trying to tell him something. As it turns out, they were.


   


  Since leaving Her Majesty’s service, he has mainly been offering advice to foreign folk on complicated matters and is amazed that they appear to value it. No one else is amazed by it. No one.


   


  What Harry brings to the table here is “The Limits of Intelligence: Why It’s Nowhere Nearly as Important as the Spooks Would Have You Think”. That, one might think, is an odd claim from someone whose life work has been intelligence. On the other hand, who would be better qualified to make that claim than someone who spent most of his adult life in intelligence?


   


  If you haven’t guessed it yet, I am a pedantic SOB as a matter of course. Indulge me a bit for the moment. When you read Harry’s essay on intel, I want you to think about these principles of war: Economy of Force, Security, Simplicity, and Surprise—don’t worry, I’ll explain them later—but I want you to think about them in an intelligence context. Those concepts are what he’s talking about in a positive sense. But he’s also talking about another principle of war, Mass, and how very difficult, if not impossible, it is to achieve real mass, real concentration, and real weight of effort in intelligence.


  THE LIMITS OF INTELLIGENCE: WHY IT’S NOWHERE NEAR AS IMPORTANT AS THE SPOOKS WOULD HAVE YOU THINK


  by Harry Kitchener


  In the military and political context, intelligence has been a fetish for years, now. The popular fascination with spies and spying, technical intelligence collection—and recent revelations of the sort of thing nation states get up to—have fuelled an insatiable curiosity about intelligence generally and created some rather exaggerated ideas of what it’s capable of delivering. Fiction, whether TV, movies, or written, only exaggerates the exaggeration. “Non-fiction”, often more than a little fictive itself, seldom helps put things in proper perspective.


  To correct for some of that, for the benefit of the interested reader, this piece will briefly introduce the concept of intelligence, discuss the process which underpins it, and address the significance of both intelligence and its role in the formulation of policy and the execution of operations.


  Let’s start with some definitions. Intelligence, for the purposes of this paper, we will take as meaning: “information, assessed for accuracy of content and reliability of source, interpreted to derive meaning to the customer”. The customer, here, is the organization or individual who has tasked the production of the intelligence.


  All intelligence works in roughly the same way. In the West, we refer to the Intelligence Cycle, which represents the various stages through which the process of tasking and acquiring intelligence works. For the purposes of this paper, let’s use the CIA’s definitions:


   


  Planning and Direction: the definition by the customer, of his interests and needs. These are often referred to as his Intelligence Requirements (IRs). This stage completed, the intelligence organization tasks its assets to begin:


  Collection: the actual process of acquiring the raw information which matches the IRs. The means vary, but can include open source (i.e. reading newspapers, magazines, websites, watching TV and so on), technical (i.e. intercepting radio, Internet or telephone traffic), human (i.e. obtaining information from spies and agents), imagery (i.e. satellite or other photography, including covert) and a range of other sources. This is the part of the process which is often seen as being the sexiest aspect of the process and often involves field operations. Collection being achieved, the process moves on to:


  Processing: the creation of intelligence spot reports on the individual nuggets of information derived from the material collected. Part of this process involves weighing both accuracy of the intelligence and reliability of the source, so A1 intelligence is known to be truthful from an absolutely reliable source, while F5 is drivel from a known imbecile. These spot reports, together with other reporting from other sources, including from friendly and not so friendly nations and agencies, are used in:


  Analysis and Production: the production of detailed and informative consolidated intelligence reports which set out to answer the classic intelligence question: “so what?” That is, they set the material in context and attempt to tease out what the meaning, import and implications of the intelligence are. These reports go to customers as part of:


  Dissemination: is delivery to the customer of the intelligence report, discussion of the content, confirmation that it is relevant to the customer’s IRs, feedback from the customer and, if necessary, modification of the IRs, before starting the whole process over again with Planning and Direction.


   


  This is a pretty mature model and it’s known to work well. Some points to bear in mind, however. Intelligence agencies and organisations are generally built around their sources, so the average nation will usually have a foreign intelligence organization such as the CIA in the USA or SIS (also known, incorrectly, as MI6) in the United Kingdom, which largely concentrates on human intelligence, a technical intelligence organization, such as the NSA in the USA or GCHQ in the United Kingdom, which largely concentrates on communications interception, an internal security organization, such as the FBI in the USA or the Security Service (also known, incorrectly, as MI5) in the United Kingdom, which, together with the police, concentrates on human and technical intelligence operations inside the state in question and a military intelligence organization, which provides specialist intelligence support to the armed forces using its own human, technical and other intelligence collection assets.


  What all this means is that the average modern nation has intelligence coming out of its ears. Generally, the people in the intelligence business work very hard and put a huge amount of effort into doing the best job they can and generally they succeed in producing enormous volumes of the stuff.


  And therein lies the rub. A modern intelligence agency produces huge amounts of information – not intelligence, yet, it hasn’t been assessed, or analysed, and much of it doesn’t get looked at. Assuming that the old truism that “90 percent of everything is dreck” applies, this means that looking for that elusive nugget of insight in a truckload of noise, to mix a cunning metaphor, is incredibly hard to do, especially since technical means of discrimination are difficult and generally not reliable . For example, you can do word searches, or even quite complex Bayesian natural language analysis, on large volumes of intercept data, but one runs the risk of pulling out too many false positives, which is not particularly helpful, or worse, discarding the one genuinely relevant thing.


  Thus we’re stuck with plain old humans in the loop. Now, bear in mind that not everyone is well suited to the wacky world of intelligence analysis and there are a number of usually incompatible skill sets involved in doing this properly, and it rapidly becomes clear that the manpower requirements are huge. “Manpower” here, is taken, of course, to also include “womanpower”, and quite rightly too, as some of the finest analysts are women.


  Not many organisations have the funding and resources to set up analysis shops of sufficient size to deal with what is collected, and those that do often find that many of the folk they employ are not well-suited to their duties, whether from a lack of inclination (they’d rather be operational types, engaged in collection), lack of aptitude (they’re “differently clever”), lack of skill (they’re junior and as soon as they get a promotion they’re away to operational duties, where the guts and glory are), or from a lack of integrity (two words here: “Manning” and “Snowden”).


  Much of the material collected, of course, is going to be in a foreign language or in a visual form which requires extensive specialist training to understand. This is also a bit of a bottleneck, especially with regards to languages. It’s very hard to react quickly to a change in strategic posture, and for example, the British found the switch from Russian to Arabic, Pashto and Farsi as their primary foreign language for intelligence exploitation quite challenging, even though their extant Arabic capability in 1990 or so was actually rather good.


  Specialist training, whether in languages, visual interpretation, intelligence analysis, cryptology, all requires extensive investment in identification, recruitment, security clearing, training and deploying of the analysts, linguists and specialists. It also takes your key personnel, who will be the ones actually delivering the training, off the road. There is no merit in using lesser performers in training roles, you need your best and best-regarded types, who will typically be the only ones who can train new recruits to standard.


  So, even assuming that there is a machine in place which can assess, discriminate and analyse however much of the product they can manage, the problems still aren’t over. What you have is a stack of single-source reports. They may be accurate, they may not. You will have an idea—essentially subjective—of accuracy and reliability, based on a number of metrics, but no real idea of how it all fits together or where any of the ideas which emerge from the reports are connected.


  So, the next step is fusion, the integration of multiply-sourced reporting into a single intelligence picture and assessment of what it all means. This is historically a weakness of intelligence organisations, which tend, understandably enough, to want to protect their sources and methods from everyone else, including other intelligence agencies and even competing departments within the same service. Even the closest and most cordial allies don’t forget that people like Kim Philby have existed and will continue to pop up.


  Fused intelligence, where corroboration of multiply-sourced information is achieved, tends to be pretty good and is useful, provided some interpretation of context is supplied. Generally, customers are busy people and don’t have the time, the skills, or the inclination, to study intelligence reports. It is a truism that most senior customers never read more than three bullet points, or past the executive summary. Writing end product reports on this basis is therefore a very specific skill, and the reporter must walk a tightrope between flat, uninformative recounting of what may seem like unconnected facts, and exercising too much imagination and creative flair and thus skewing the intelligence. He must write and brief very clearly and make it absolutely plain what is known to be a fact, what is strongly suspected (“probably”) and what is merely suspected or uncorroborated (“possibly”). It is also his responsibility to ensure that the customer understands exactly what he means by the use of certain terms and turns of phrase—and he must be unambiguous. The point of the intelligence is to inform the customer, not show off to him, and care should be taken to ensure that material which is interesting but not fully relevant to the IRs is also clearly flagged as such.


  One of the key activities is the collection of feedback from the customer on the intelligence product he has been supplied. The customer must be fully engaged in the process and must understand that, if he is unhappy with the product, it is up to him to deliver this feedback in order to improve it. It is equally important for the delivering agency to hear about it when he is happy with it.


  A customer should look at intelligence in terms of its relevance to his IRs, the format in which it is delivered, the depth of the comments applied to it, the frequency of receipt and the timeliness and accuracy of the content. He should also give feedback concerning what he has heard on the same subject from other sources.


  That's how it generally works. There are, of course, many wrinkles and variations, with Commonwealth nations tending to follow the British model of a Joint Intelligence Committee, which takes in all the product coming from the various agencies and integrates it into a considered, and consensus strategic view. This has historically worked well, although it can skew out of balance, such as in 2003, when, for whatever reason, much dubious support was given by one agency to some political assertions emerging from Downing Street concerning the idea that an attack on Iraq was justified by a direct threat to UK interests. In the interest of avoiding ambiguity, it may be noted that this intelligence proved not to be altogether accurate.


  
    [Editor’s Note: “Not altogether accurate appears to be code for, “Oh, my Gawd, what the Hell were they thinking?”]
  


  This brings us rather neatly to another problem with intelligence. It can be massively tempting for an intelligence service or agency to provide its customer with what it wants, not just material on the IRs, but material which directly supports whichever policy or interest the IRs are developed to support. At its most vicious, this temptation can lead an agency to behave like the KGB in the 1980s, when, in response to Politburo suspicions, the agency actively sought to promote the view that the West was contemplating a first strike against the USSR and its allies. This sort of thing leads to circular reporting, where intelligence reporting and confirmation of internal prejudices drives the IRs further from reality, which then turns up the wick on the reporting and it is both unprofessional and dangerous. Every nation has suffered from this at one time or another. It can also lead to self-fulfilling prophecies, where the skewed reporting leads to unwise and inappropriate actions, which themselves drive the opponent to do precisely what is feared.


  Another major elephant trap for an intelligence agency or service is maintaining its credibility. Schooled by popular culture and often star struck by proximity to all the cool stuff, new political customers often place inordinate faith in the product they are given by their intelligence services and are massively disappointed when, as is often the case, intelligence subsequently proves to be wrong, or at least not fully right. This often leads a customer to discount, automatically, future service from that source, or to prefer more attractive service from another source. Here, a strength of the JIC system is that the end customer is isolated from the source and hears only the collegiate view, which is fine, of coruse, as long as the collegiate view is broadly accurate.


  The customer gets a vote as well. He is generally a senior political or military figure and these tend not to be people who are unsure in their opinions, and moroever, who often have significant experience in their fields. They will have faith in their judgement and, if faced with a direct contradiction between their thinking and the intelligence they receive, will not usually prefer the intelligence over their own interpretations. Incidentally, this is part of the reason why it is a really bad idea for any agency to give its customers raw product, as they will usually subject it to personal analysis, not necessarily fully informed, and will draw conclusions which are both subjective and immediate.


  If the customer has come to have less-than-complete faith in his intelligence provider, he will also tend to ‘aim off’, which is to say he will assume a lack of accuracy or reliability and insert his own, potentially even less accurate, narrative that differs from that developed in the intelligence. That’s his privilege, of course, and it is often the case that senior political and military figures do actually know more, have better judgement, or even their own sources, which can lead them to superior assessments.


  Ultimately, of course, it comes down to judgement. A lot of time and effort goes into the collection, processing, analysis and dissemination of intelligence, and generally it’s a process which works well. However, the product, unless it’s absolutely unique and incredibly surprising—which is very rare indeed in the real world—is of most value when it supports or illuminates the ground truth, which is often the simple and obvious explanation. There are few successful conspiracies, and human behavior is far better explained through incompetence, cowardice and inefficiency than through the suspicion of devilish plans.


  This last point leads directly on to the big elephant trap for any intelligence agency – the temptation to focus on the counter-intelligence struggle against the opposing intelligence agency – the struggle at the heart of millions of words of novels and films about the epic East-West confrontation between the KGB and its allied services and the West. With double agents, moles, defectors, all the trappings of spy fiction, this is an epic, romantic, and ultimately futile story. There were tactical successes on both sides. The KGB managed to plant Kim Philby on the British, the British managed to recruit a number of high-ranking Soviet officers, the CIA had successes against the KGB and vice versa, and strategically, none of this it made any particular difference.


  Of course, it is possible to view this sort of service-service rivalry and conflict as a means of communication and mutual reassurance, and it was certainly used as such during the Cold War, when the stakes were terrifyingly high and both sides had an enormous vested interest in not allowing unplanned or unintended events to lead to an abrupt interruption in the human gene pool on a global scale. There were a number of mechanisms used for generating this sort of mutual assurance, such as permission for the four military missions in Germany—SOXMIS in the Federal Republic, BRIXMIS, the US Military Liaison Mission and the French Military Liaison Mission in the Democratic Republic—to operate in uniform in enemy territory, or the quiet toleration of Sigint overflights by both sides to make current defence postures explicit, but the actual benefits of these activities, together with other, less publicised undertakings, were almost exclusively diplomatic rather than intelligence-related.


  Intelligence agencies also engage, from time to time, in what the Russians term dezinformatsiya, the passage of fake or flawed intelligence to an opposing agency. This has many manifestations, from Operation Mincemeat during World War II (a rather appealingly naïve operation which saw a Welsh tramp’s corpse dressed in Royal Marine officer’s uniform, equipped with utterly fake despatches and allowed to fall into German-friendly hands), to the frankly bizarre KGB attempts to poison defector intelligence by releasing a steady stream of follow-up defectors with contradictory intelligence. This actually appeared to work, to the extent that one famous internal security figure at the CIA became convinced that everything was fake and that both the CIA and SIS had been thoroughly penetrated by the Russians.


  There is also a tendency to want to engage in direct action, the Boys’ Own Paper stuff of squalid gunfights in exotic foreign locales, assassinations, blackmail, and that kind of thing. Now, blackmail has a place, a useful place, in the recruitment of sources, although, generally, bribery gets you a much more committed and useful source than either fear or ideology. But blackmail is a very rare thing since the potential exposure of a highly-trained and knowledgeable operational intelligence officer is generally too much of a risk to contemplate this sort of action. This means it will usually be carried out by an agent at arm’s length, and hence with unpredictable efficacy. Assassination has, allegedly, had its place as well and some of the more muscular and robust agencies have, in the past, routinely behaved like the Mafia, but it’s expensive and difficult to do without leaving fingerprints all over it and it exposes a national government to all sorts of risk. Unless, that is, it is an agency working for a government which couldn’t care less about its reputation, or which actively values a reputation as a badass rogue state.


  So much for strategic, national-level activities. There is also military intelligence, a whole sphere of activity which covers what is nowadays sexily known as C4iSTAR: Command, Control, Communications, Computers, Intelligence, Surveillance, Target Acquisition and Reconnaissance. This activity, carried out by air, land, sea and joint forces, develops intelligence for the use of commanders in times of peace as well as war. Military intelligence also feeds into the national strategic picture, but being concerned primarily with the minutiae of Order of Battle, current activities, capabilities and intentions, it naturally tends to be a trifle detailed for the strategic analyst and harder to interpret for implication to anyone not already a subject matter expert.


  The sheer range of military intelligence collection activities is huge, from tactical-to-strategic communications interception, through assessment of enemy radars, through armoured reconnaissance troopers in armoured cars lurking in treelines, to special forces lurking in carefully-constructed hides miles behind the front line on the enemy side. All of these activities are vital and all inform the commander and allow him to make better decisions. In theory. In actual fact, as with strategic intelligence, it’s all about the reporting and being confident that what is being reported is what is needed and wanted, as opposed to what is available. A modern commander tends to finds himself “drinking from the firehose” and it is entirely possible for the military intelligence organisation to produce gigabytes of intelligence through which someone has to trawl in search of the vital nugget, which may not even be there.


  This puts particular pressure on the military intelligence organisation. As with strategic intelligence, collection is actually the easy part. Collation, discrimination, analysis and reporting are hard, and require not just advanced intelligence skill sets, but also the insight and knowledge into a commander’s intent and requirements in order to produce intelligence which is timely, accurate, and germane. This implies a degree of professional command or staff skill, as well intelligence-specific skill, which means that good military intelligence officers and specialists are a very rare breed especially since they will often find that their own inclinations and the needs of their service will push them into a commander’s or staff officer’s career track, rather than the poorly-regarded and poorly–promoted intelligence officers’ track.


  The important thing to remember is that it's hard to keep a secret, and military secrets—particularly those to do with operations and plans—are harder than any to keep. By their very nature, those involved in an operation or the planning for one must be told about it, and the preparations for an operation will quickly become obvious. A well-crafted, well–planned operation may achieve strategic surprise, in that it catches an opponent off-balance and unable to respond effectively, but is unlikely to achieve tactical surprise to the extent that a sudden attack is utterly unexpected.


  One interesting manifestation of the last fifty years or so has been the evolution of special forces and their significant relationship with both tactical military intelligence services and with strategic national intelligence services. Special forces are a very tempting tool for policy makers, as they promise a degree of discretion, a touch of deniability, and an unmistakable hint of romance. As political leaders increasingly have little or no military experience, they rely more and more on both their military advisers and upon their own interpretations of the military, which have often been formed at second-hand from media, entertainment and the direct input of the special forces community itself, which generally attracts very bright people with considerable charisma and a deserved reputation for competence and ruthlessness.


  These same characteristics are attractive to many intelligence agencies, who see in them the possibility of taking an active role in the shaping of events in addition to their more passive role of observing and understanding them. Intelligence agencies have always had a role in the generation of narrative by means of what are nowadays called information operations and they have always maintained at least a small capability for direct action. But the enthusiasm for special forces and their widespread adoption by most nations since the end of the Second World War has forged an ever closer alliance between these two communities, particularly as using special forces in this way can, to an extent, insulate the intelligence agency from the political and reputational consequences mentioned above.


  In summary, all nations carry out intelligence operations and all nations have professional intelligence services. These services undoubtedly do good and useful work for their sponsors, but, ultimately, no more than that. Modern societies are so complex, and modern economies so interrelated that even with analysis restricted to open sources, it is relatively straightforward to work out what is actually going on. There should be relatively few surprises—although the fall of the Soviet Union, in retrospect inevitable, or the outbreak of the Arab Spring, ditto, should not have been—and there are more successes than failures. That said, the impact of an expected negative event is largely the same as that of an unexpected one and it has never been an intelligence superiority or coup that has won a war or propelled a state into hegemony. Such results are a function of economic and industrial power, political will, and popular support, none of which are particularly affected by you knowing what the other guy’s up to. It’s nice to be informed, and knowledge is rarely a disadvantage, but intelligence is not the overwhelming game changer it is often popularly supposed to be.


  Editor's Introduction to:


  RED SPACE


  by Giuseppe Filotto


  Giuseppe is a life-long martial artist and for the last decade he has trained in the Russian martial system developed by the Soviet military known as Systema. He is the founder of one of the UK's largest Systema clubs and is the author of Systema: The Russian Martial System. He is also the author of The Face on Mars and the Overlords of Mars science fiction series.


   


  “Red Space” is a tale of the power of a capable individual who nurses his hate until it grows into a ball of fire. I’ve explored that theme myself. It’s not necessary to see precisely the same conspiracy at work that Giuseppe does to sense that there’s something going on in the world that bodes ill for us peasants down here on the ground. Some call that budding neo-aristocracy the “Tranzis,” for “Transnational Progressives.” You know, progress? The way cancer progresses? The way a new plague progresses through a virgin population? Right, that progress.


   


  I don’t actually worry about it too much, day to day, and won’t until I see that Europe’s upper class parasites are marrying into American political families, who are marrying into Hollywood, who are marrying into industry, who are marrying into Japanese zaibatsus and Chinese scions of high Party cadres. Why not? Because until then they’ll stymie each other and still need us for cannon fodder to defend against the cannon fodder of other civilizations. There’s some freedom in that, at least.


   


  When that marriage barrier crumbles, though, and Oceania, East Asia, and Eurasia become one, well—Yuri, can I borrow your railgun?


  RED SPACE


  by Giuseppe Filotto


  Yuri Ivanovich was born just a few days after the Americans landed on the Moon. It it was now a quarter past midnight on the 6th of August. In two days it would be Yuri's 54th birthday. Alexei, the young man less than half his age as the other member of the two-man team, did not know this. He did not know much about Yuri and Yuri made it clear that he did not welcome questions.


  When Alexei was assigned to the team, Yuri had insisted very strongly that he did not need a partner, as one would only slow him down. Their section commander finally told Yuri that he had a choice. He could take Alexei along or he would not go at all. Stone-faced, Yuri silently nodded, saluted, and left the tent.


  Most Novorossiyan fighters were older men of Yuri's age and more. What they lacked in speed and physical ability they more than made up for in experience, orneriness, and a bloody-minded determination to stop the National Guardsmen from taking their land and killing their families, friends, and relatives. By teaming up the young with the old, the younger men learned from their wily older colleagues, who were not inclined to tolerate their foolish bravery, and this kept their casualties down. That was why Alexei was assigned to Yuri. All Alexei was told was that he was to help Yuri reach the south-west area of Kiev. Yuri carried a tall and mysteriously heavy backpack that was never opened, and Alexei carried another large one that contained all their food, clothing, sleeping bags, and assorted other items.


  Alexei lost his mother and sister in the initial battle for Novorossiya, but somehow their loss had left him with a great sadness inside, an emptiness that was much quieter than the angry fire that seemed to burn relentlessly inside the older man. Over the last three weeks, during which they had hiked, hidden and occasionally crawled from the town of Pryluky all the way to the outer edge of Kiev, Alexei had gradually come to believe that something must have happened to Yuri —as it had to so many of the people living in Eastern Ukraine when the meteorite shower struck in 2020— that changed him into this grim, silent, scary old man.


  The meteorite event had given the Americans the excuse to send in contract troops nominally intended for “humanitarian aid”. The securing of strategic corridors by these mercenaries escalated into a protracted, if relatively stable, low-level border war between Russia and the Kiev puppet government that called itself the Ukrainian People's Government. The real war, mostly fourth-generation in nature, was being fought between the UPG and the pro-Russian separatists calling themselves Novorossiyans. Currently Novorossiya was less than half of its ancient size. It extended no further west than the banks of the Dnieper River, and was losing both ground and men steadily, although the Novorossiyans were making the Ukrainians pay in blood each time they extended the border deeper into Novorossiyan territory.


  Alexei had learned that the best way to lighten Yuri's mood was to be useful, quiet and efficient. Yuri did not let Alexei even touch the heavy backpack, but when Alexei served their rations at night —usually cold because Yuri insisted on not producing any unnecessary heat signatures—the older man would acknowledge him with a nod. It wasn't exactly the most gracious thanks he'd ever received, but Alexei knew it was as much thanks as he was ever going to get.


  Yuri's backpack remained unopened throughout their journey. It stood tall on his back and was an odd, elongated shape. There were water bottles in its external pockets. Whatever else was in the backpack, Alexei did not know. But he had his suspicions.


  Reaching their current location had been an exercise in patience. The closer they came to Kiev, the slower their progress became. They reached the outskirts of the city in a week, but it had taken them two more weeks to carefully circle it and reach the southern side of the city. Two men with backpacks wearing the fatigues of the UPG's National Guard did not attract any undue attention, and they managed to move with relative impunity through the back roads and smaller villages and towns. They could easily have arrived at their destination several days earlier, but Yuri was cautious to a point of paranoia so intense that Alexei felt little need for vigilance himself. Yuri's paranoia was not unfounded. If they were captured wearing the enemy's uniform, they would probably be tortured to death before being shot. Yuri permitted them to move only at dusk, night, or during heavy rain. It was slow and dreary, but their movements went unnoticed. And tonight, if all went well, they would finally arrive at their objective.


  They had set up their day camp inside the outer wall of a small dilapidated building on the outskirts of the aeroplane graveyard established south of Kiev's Zhuliany International Airport. To hide their heat signatures from satellites, whenever they slept outdoors they did so under a thermal-camo tarp. But on this occasion they had remained awake, sweating and almost immobile under it for just over 20 hours now; making sure they would not run into any regular patrols that might be in place this close to the airport. It was sensible, of course, but Alexei was bored, hot and uncomfortable, and hoped they would move soon.


  Yuri whispered the word for which he had been waiting. “Now.”


  Within two minutes Alexei had folded away their kit and tarp back into his backpack and was following Yuri through the darkness.


  It was quiet here, but Alexei knew there must be patrols this close to the airport, even if they had not seen any. Both he and Yuri wore night vision goggles and moved silently through the underbrush and sparsely wooded area surrounding the airport. The unused and derelict storage warehouses of a past era lay haphazard and abandoned like old toys in the shadowy landscape of pale green that was Alexei's current view.


  Yuri stopped, and suddenly Alexei's senses were on red alert. After almost a month of close proximity to Yuri, he had become attuned to the older man's ways. Alexei's silenced VSK-94 came up smoothly, pointing just off Yuri's right shoulder. Yuri had his own VSK up already, and with his left hand he made a lowering movement. Both men squatted, then lay down in the foot-tall grass. Alexei slid forward as he lay flat so that he had come up level with Yuri.


  “Take your goggles off,” said Yuri in a voice so soft Alexei wondered if he'd heard it or imagined it, but he complied, switching the goggles off. He knew that Yuri must have heard or sensed something, and night vision goggles can give off a signature to equipment designed to find them in the darkness.


  Yuri reached into his left breast pocket and pulled out the therm-fan, opened it in silence and laid it in front of his face. At three feet in diameter, the rough semi-circle shielded Yuri from detection by anything on the far side of the delicate cammo-painted fan. Alexei copied Yuri and opened his own fan, resting its edge close to Yuri's to make its shield appear natural. To any sensor that might get pointed their way, the silhouette would resemble nothing more than a small bump of topography, not unlike an oddly shaped boulder or mound of earth. They lay motionless and silent.


  He could not tell its colour in the darkness, but the dry grass smelled yellow to Alexei.


  After two minutes, the sound of a vehicle could be heard. A little later, the lights of what could have been a large car or small truck changed the colour of the landscape beyond the fans, but neither man saw the actual vehicle as they remained hidden from it behind their flimsy barriers. The menacing sound of the machine moved slowly through the terrain ahead of them, passing no further than 20 or 25 metres from them.


  Suddenly, a bright light shined directly on them, and Alexei's heart froze. Waiting for the impact of rounds in his upper back, he closed his eyes and prayed. If this is my time to die, please God, make it quick.


  But the vehicle's occupants must not have seen them, because the light moved past them and eventually away.


  Yuri waited less than a minute. The vehicle's headlights could still be seen off to their left now, illuminating the dirt road and the grass at its edge, barely a hundred metres away. Yuri picked up his fan, steadied himself in a low crouch due to the heavy backpack, then he ran straight ahead, crossing the track where the vehicle had come nearest to them, but being careful to step into the middle of the track, where the grass grew, so as not to leave an obvious footprint. Alexei had panicked a little, thinking he would lose Yuri, but had kept up. Ten minutes later they had reached the outer fence of the aeroplane graveyard and Yuri had begun to dig under the fence with the entrenching tool like a man possessed. Twenty minutes later, the hole under the fence, which they had squeezed their backpacks and then themselves through, had been backfilled, the fence remaining uncut and intact. Almost an hour later, they were inside an old Aeroflot plane close to the southern edge of the airport proper.


  For the first time, Yuri allowed them to sleep at night. There would be nothing to do until daytime, as it was too dark inside the old plane to do any work, and using lights inside it at night was just stupid. It would give their position away. So they slept, and Alexei did not dream for the first time in weeks.


   


  
    When Werner Von Braun was dying of cancer, he asked me to be his spokesman, to appear on occasion when he was too ill to speak. I did this. What was most interesting to me was a repetitive sentence that he said to me over and over again during the approximately four years that I had the opportunity to work for him.
  


  
    He said the strategy that was being used to educate the public and decision makers was to use scare tactics. That was how we identify an enemy. The strategy that Werner Von Braun taught me was that first the Russians are going to be considered the enemy.
  


  
    In fact, in 1974, they were the enemy, the identified enemy. We were told that they had “killer satellites”. We were told that they were coming to get us and control us—that they were the “Commies”.
  


  
    Then terrorists would be identified, and that was soon to follow. We heard a lot about terrorism.
  


  
    Then we were going to identify third-world country “crazies”. We now call them Nations of Concern. But he said that would be the third enemy against whom we would build space-based weapons.
  


  
    The next enemy was asteroids. Now, at this point he kind of chuckled the first time he said it, “Asteroids—against asteroids, we are going to build space-based weapons.”
  


  
    And the funniest one of all was what he called aliens, extraterrestrials. That would be the final scare. And over and over during the four years that I knew him and was giving speeches for him, he would bring up that last card: “And remember Carol, the last card is the alien card. We are going to have to build space-based weapons against aliens, and all of it is a lie.”
  


  
    When I went to Russia in the early 70's I found out that they didn't have killer satellites, that it was a lie. In fact, the Russian leaders and people wanted peace. They wanted to cooperate with the United States and the people of the world.
  


  
    —Affidavit recorded in December of 2000 by Carol Rosin, corporate manager of aerospace company Fairchild Industries from 1974-77, discussing the weaponisation of space according to Werner Von Braun, who after retiring from NASA became a consultant engineer for Fairchild Industries in 1972. Rosin has testified before Congress about space-based weapons on many occasions.
  


   


  In the morning, Yuri was uncharacteristically chatty and he'd used the gas stove to heat up coffee for breakfast. It had been the only time Yuri had served Alexei anything since their journey had started.


  It had encouraged Alexei to begin gently probing. Mostly as a way to pretend he had not noticed that the mysterious backpack had now been opened, and that Yuri was assembling what looked like rather complex electronics. Though the main part of what he expected was a weapon of some sort seemed to be composed of a fluted metal tube a foot in diameter and split vertically into two halves.


  “So are you going to tell me what this mission is really about now?” asked Alexei while sipping his coffee. It was strong. It felt strange to be speaking almost normally during the day, though out of habit, even if hidden inside the shell of an old plane, both men spoke in low whispers.


  “Sure,” said Yuri. But then he waited a long time before continuing in a manner that seemed to Alexei to avoid the question entirely.


  “I was a physics professor, you know?”


  Alexei kept quiet. Yuri talking was a bit like having a wild animal walk past you in the forest. You didn't want to do anything to spook it.


  “I taught physics,” he said again.


  “Which university?” asked Alexei, hoping to keep the conversation going.


  “PhysTech.”


  Alexei frowned. He didn't know what to say to that. What was a physicist from the Moscow Institute of Physics and Technology doing wandering through Ukraine with a gun? And while he weighed options to keep Yuri talking, Yuri apparently decided to continue speaking of his own accord.


  “My brother…he married a Ukrainian woman. They met online, if you would believe it. I argued with him. With all the trouble in Eastern Ukraine, he could not find a girl in Russia?”


  Another melancholic smile and a pause. Alexei was starting to get the impression Yuri would talk even if he were alone now.


  “But he fell in love. And he moved there. To Donetsk. To fucking Donetsk.” Yuri's voice went strangely high at the end, and he suddenly looked sharply down, as if trying to fix something troublesome in the basketball-sized, shielded component he was working on between his legs. Or perhaps as if he was trying to avert his eyes from Alexei.


  “He married her. Irina was her name. She was very beautiful. Much younger than him. I initially thought she might be after him for money, but only until I met her. It was at their wedding, and though it was the first time I met her, I knew straight away. My brother had been right, and it was me who had been mistaken. He must have found the last angel on Earth.” Something fell from Yuri's face and splashed on the metal component that he busily tightened screws inside of with his multi-tool.


  It is hot, thought Alexei strangely. Maybe he should help Yuri if the old man was already sweating.


  “They had a boy in 2015. Ivan. He was beautiful like his mother and happy and funny like his father.” Yuri stopped suddenly and looked up at Alexei. In this moment Alexei realised that it had not been sweat. Yuri was crying. Tears were flowing freely from both eyes, but Yuri seemed completely oblivious of them. Instead, the steel behind his pale eyes seemed impassable.


  “I am not just saying this because he was my nephew. You understand?! You understand? He really was beautiful. Special.” The intensity of Yuri's words told Alexei all he had wanted to know about Yuri's past, and now he wished he didn't know it.


  “Yes, of course, Yuri Ivanovich,” said Alexei quickly, using the full name as a sign of respect. Of careful attention. He wanted Yuri to know he knew. He understood, and he did. He really did, and he wanted nothing more than for Yuri to stop telling his story. “I understand. I believe you. I believe you.” He really did.


  Yuri looked back down at his work, wiped his eyes unselfconsciously with his left hand, and carried on working and talking at the same time.


  “When the meteorite hit,” he said the word with a venom that scared Alexei, “I was visiting. I had just left their home to go get some cake. I wanted to spoil little Ivan that evening. He loved cake. Chocolate cake. It was his favourite. I heard it, of course. Everyone heard it first, which is strange isn't it? It doesn't make sense. You should see the flash first, but everyone who was there says the same thing. The noise came first. Then the light. I didn't even fall to the floor.” Yuri was just streaming his words now, not looking up, not pausing. And Alexei wished he didn't have to hear any of them, but he did. He heard every one of them.


  “The building in front of me got hit right in the middle of the roof. It looked like some giant animal that had been shot, and a few moments later, the whole thing started to collapse sideways. I just stood there. Thinking of Ivan. Frozen to the spot. My knees felt weak, I don't know if from fear or the ground shaking, but I didn't fall. I turned and ran back to the house, but it was gone. It was just smoke and fire and rubble.” Yuri stopped talking for a while and Alexei opened his eyes —realising only now that they had been closed. A way of trying to shut out Yuri's words. But the silence had made him open them again and now he saw Yuri was sobbing silently, his head down and his body jerking in silence. Tears splashed on the metal cover of the component he was working on.


  “I…I never had kids. Divorced three times. Too cantankerous, they said. Too impossible. Too rigid, too focused on my work. But I didn't care. Ivan was my nephew, but he was enough.” Yuri's voice was breaking now, and Alexei, who had come to think of this man as being made of granite felt his own tears begin to flow down his face.


  There was a long pause.


  Then Yuri tightened on himself and let out a small mewling sound of pain, trying to keep in a hurt that had destroyed him for the last three years.


  “I found his arm. I found Ivan's little arm. That's all I could find.” Yuri's sobbing could be heard now. And Alexei could not take it any more. He put down his coffee and went to kneel next to the older man and hugged him.


  “I am sorry, tovarisch. I am sorry. I am sorry, my friend. I am sorry,” said Alexei, as he squeezed the old man, now seemingly much older than Alexei had ever seen him.


   


  
    Russia and the U.S. unite: Former enemies sign agreement to work on nuclear weapons to tackle the danger of ASTEROIDS.
  


  
    —The Daily Mail, 16 October 2013
  


   


  The same day he found Ivan's arm, Yuri had buried it in the rubble of where his brother's home had been and then returned to Russia. He spent a year diverting all the funds he could from his department into his pet project. He had equipment machined, and the key component—the power cell he had conceived in secret—built and tested. It was the size of an orange, and he built three. One he took with him, and one he stored in a bank vault along with its construction details, leaving specific instructions with his lawyer concerning who to give access to it. The third he packaged with all the relevant documentation and left with a friend, telling him he'd call at some point in the future, and when he did, to take the whole lot to a guy he used to know in the FSB. Then he headed back to Novorossiya with his equipment. The border was permeable if you paid the soldiers enough, and Yuri had paid them more than enough. He didn't need money anymore. It was summer. He had taken his customary two months leave from the university.


  He needed logistical help to get into Ukraine though, and he'd got in touch with the resistance movement. They had helped deliver him and Alexei to Pryluky, less than 200 kilometres from his objective. He had explained to them he could install a piece of equipment near the airport that would gather all communications and retransmit them without giving away its location. They had sent Alexei along to help the older man carry the heavy equipment but mostly so that Alexei could learn from him how to infiltrate enemy lines. They thought Yuri was a special forces trained, grizzled old Spetsnaz so did not ask too many questions. Russia provided weaponry and expertise in certain things but never officially, and the Novorossiyans accepted this without fuss.


  But Yuri was no Spetsnaz. He had been a keen hunter and hiker until his forties, then had stopped hunting, but still hiked in the mountains whenever he could. He had not wanted Alexei along, but truthfully, he would not have got this far on his own. The young man was useful and kind and carried all their food and equipment without complaint.


   


  
    The Russian Space Forces, also knowns as VKS, from the Russian Kosmicheskie Voyska Rossii, were created on August 10, 1992. Commander-in-Chief of the VKS is Col. Gen. Vladimir Ivanov, who was also CINC of the predecessor organization, Ministry of Defense Space Units (1982-1991), since 1989.
  


  
    —globalsecurity.org
  


   


  By nightfall the equipment had been assembled, and Alexei noted it looked like some kind of cannon. The two halves of the fluted metal barrel were now held together by dark rings of solid metal. The basketball-sized control component, which sat at one end of the barrel, had drive motors in it and was the attachment point of a thin but very rigid tripod, which could be locked in place. A touch screen tablet was hard-wired on a swivel to the top of this control component. By simply pointing the tablet's camera at a target so that it was visible on the screen, and then selecting the target by tapping on it with a finger or stylus, the motors would activate and the barrel would point at whatever the operator had tapped on the screen. Another tap on the red button hard-wired on the edge of the tablet would activate the weapon.


  But Alexei was not sure what kind of weapon it was. It seemed to have no ammunition. Unless it was already loaded in the control component, but if so, it made no sense. The bore of the cannon was about the size of an orange and no more than one or two such projectiles would fit inside the shielded casing that housed the drive motors of the targeting mechanism.


  Throughout the day they had heard numerous planes land and take off, but no one had come near their derelict plane, nor had they seen any people from the various porthole windows. Zhuliany Airport was perhaps not as busy as it had been in the past, but Kiev had been pacified long ago, and the separatists had not managed to make any kind of impact on the regime that had been first installed in Ukraine back in 2014.


  When night came, Yuri had gone out alone to scout for a better location. Later, they moved the cannon, which took both of them to move it now that it was assembled, into another plane. It was a much smaller military plane, cramped and rusted, but you could see the airport's main airstrip from it, and Yuri set the cannon up so it pointed at it from one of the larger tears in the fuselage of the old plane that was their new hideout.


   


  
    “What was the most exciting thing you saw?” I ask.
  


  
    “I found a list of officers' names,” he claims, “under the heading 'Non-Terrestrial Officers.'”
  


  
    “Non-Terrestrial Officers?” I say.
  


  
    “Yeah, I looked it up,” says Gary, “and it's nowhere. It doesn't mean little green men. What I think it means is not Earth-based. I found a list of 'fleet-to-fleet transfers', and a list of ship names. I looked them up. They weren't US navy ships.”
  


  
    —“Game over”, The Guardian, 9 July 2005
  


   


  “Are you going to blow up a plane, Yuri Ivanovich?” asked Alexei the next morning when he awoke. Yuri had been sitting with his back to him, looking through the scope on his VKS-94 at the planes coming and going.


  Yuri turned to look at Alexei and spoke calmly, friendly for the first time that Alexei could recall.


  “Do you know what happened with the meteorite, Alexei?”


  “Some people say it was the Americans. I mean, it was too convenient. It had to be the Americans.”


  “Yes. Yes, it was the Americans. But it was not just them. They are just the weapon. It's the bankers, you see?”


  Alexei held his tongue, waiting.


  “For longer than you have been alive, in fact, longer than I have been alive, some very rich, very powerful, very corrupt people have been keeping the rest of humanity in ignorance. I have known this since I was your age. It would take too long to tell you how I found out, but the point is, these people, they never suffer. Maybe the most powerful no longer even live on this planet.”


  Alexei was not so shocked at this statement. The ideas put forth by Alternative 3 had been around a long time, but he had never really given them much thought. He couldn't see that an elite who lived on the Moon, or maybe Mars, made any sense. Even so, he kept his doubts to himself and listened to Yuri.


  “They run things here, make wars and so on, just to continue their agenda of securing their power and keeping the masses safely occupied in ways that do not threaten them. We die and we suffer here because of them. No one ever gets to them. No one can touch them.”


  “So you are going to blow up a plane with some of them in it? Is that why we are here today?”


  Yuri smiled at him. “You are a clever young man, Alexei. Today is my birthday, you know?”


  “Is it really your birthday?”


  “Yes, tovarisch, it really is. So will you grant me a birthday wish?”


  Alexei was suddenly scared. “What?”


  “Will you take the food and the water, take your bag and one of the therm-tarps, and get out of here? Go back home, go back the way we came. It should be easier to get out. I am not Spetsnaz, you know? I am just a physics professor. If I could make it here, you can make it back. Go home. Go to your family or what is left of it. Go home and live. And tell people about me only after you hear what happened here. Not before. Promise that you will keep quiet about me until you are safely back in Donetsk.”


  “But Yuri, we are a team–” The older man raised a hand to silence him.


  Then he took out a tiny video-recorder from his pocket, switched it on, and handed it to Alexei, who understood what he wanted. He held it mutely, filming as Yuri addressed him and confessed his deception.


  “I must admit I lied. I lied to the Novorossiyans. I am not here to put a transmitter in place. I am here to fire a charged power-source of steel and titanium that travels at 17 kilometres per second at a plane full of mass-murderers. I will not return.”


  “That…that cannon?” Alexei looked into the tiny screen at the back of the solid-state recorder and could see that the weapon was also in the frame, slightly behind Yuri.


  “Yes. It is a railgun of sorts. But the whole thing, even if it falls into their hands, will tell them nothing. The power source is the bullet. It's the size of an orange and it uses some of the same principles of antigravity technology to fuel a massive surge of electric energy. It simultaneously powers the whole system and fires itself out of the system. Because of the speed and the electric overcharge, when it hits something, it will release a pulse of energy that reduces the air next to it to a plasma state. The electric charge flows through it at near-light speed, and the explosion it will cause will leave nothing but a crater of considerable size. I will then put a grenade down the barrel of this thing and try to get away, but I will not get far.”


  He paused a moment before continuing.


  “But you, my friend, you can escape if you go now. You must. Show the commanders this video. Put it online. Let the people know why I did this. I did it for my little nephew Ivan. Who the murdering monsters killed with an orbital bombardment of rocks just to continue the endless wars on this planet, to keep us confused and penned in like sheep for the slaughter.


  But I am no sheep. Watch this, monsters. See what happens when you anger a man who can take your technology and reach out to touch your own. And know this. Today is only the beginning. We are coming for you. Millions have died over the ages, but now it's your turn. It will be you and your children who will die, in your palaces and in your gated mansions and even in your off-planet bases. Because everywhere there is someone whose loved one is dead because of you, another seed of hate is planted. And the world will see that anyone can do as I have done, anyone will be able to reach out and touch you the same way you touched my darling Ivan. My name is Yuri Ivanovich, and I killed all of the people who died at Zhuliany in the explosion. It was not an accident. It was not a meteorite. It was me.”


  He nodded once, firmly, even proudly. Then the fire seemed to go out of his eyes. He waved a hand feebly at Alexei.


  Alexei switched off the recorder.


  “I have made my confession. Now please, Alexei, grant me my birthday wish and go. Let the world hear my words.”


  Alexei did not leave right away. He had too many questions, and besides, it would be easier after night fell. Finally, as the sun descended and painted the sky blood-red, he left. He hugged Yuri before he left the man to his last act and granted his last wish. He would avoid the curfews and patrols and he would get back to Donetsk. He didn't know how, exactly, but he would get there. He would survive. He had to survive. Because Yuri was right. The world must know.


   


  The former Vice-President of the United States of America always rose early. As was his habit, he had already turned the television on to CNN. He wasn't really listening to it so much as having it on in the background, but then he heard the presenter, an attractive talking head, mention Zhuliany, and he began to pay attention.


  His son, the senator, was travelling with the Secretary of State to Kiev today. They would have landed a short while ago, and that was probably the news item. The war in Ukraine was coming to an end, and it was time to allow the next phase, the reparations and rebuilding, to begin…but then he noticed the line scrolling at the bottom of the screen. He gasped, grabbed the remote, and turned up the volume even as the reality of what he was reading caused the screen to swim before his aghast eyes.


  “…huge explosion, reportedly destroyed the flight carrying the American delegation, and there are eyewitness accounts of damage extending as far as two kilometres away from the airport. National Guardsmen of the Ukrainian People's Government have cordoned off the area and journalists are not being allowed anywhere near the airport. We go now live to Kiev, where our correspondent is reporting that he can see smoke from his hotel window…”


  The former Vice-President did not hear the rest, his aged, rheumy eyes were fixed on the text scrolling across the bottom of the screen.


  Secretary of State, U.S. Senator, and six U.S. Congressmen presumed dead after massive explosion near an airport in Kiev.


   


  It was three months after the mysterious explosion near the airport. Yuri's video never made it onto YouTube. Alexei granted Yuri his birthday wish and successfully escaped, but after viewing the video, his superiors explained that if it was ever released, Novorossiya would be wiped off the face of the Earth by the vengeful Americans…if not by Yuri's hidden exoplanetary elite. Once he understood the potential ramifications, Alexei decided that he agreed and considered himself lucky that they had limited themselves to merely deleting the video and not silencing him too. Permanently.


   


  Trevor Newman was an unusually successful bond trader. His insanely risky bets in the market had made him rich and he was only 36, yet he seemed completely uninterested in the fortune he'd amassed. He had no friends, only superficial acquaintances, and no wife or girlfriend, merely a series of casual, short-term relationships. In recent years he had spent most of his time secluded in the windowless basement of his Fairfax home. One day, for no apparent reason, his secretary booked him a top-floor suite at the Hay-Adams Hotel. No sooner had he checked in that morning than a pair of heavy metal trunks were carried to his room by his driver. He dismissed the driver with a resigned smile and an shockingly large tip, locked the door to the suite, and set to work.


  An hour later his equipment was assembled. He activated the timer on the bomb that would take out the entire top floor of the hotel first. It began counting down from five minutes. Then he inserted the orange-sized power source into the main equipment he had assembled earlier, powering it up, and he went to open the window.


  He could just see the White House beyond the tree tops. It lined up perfectly with the sights of the carefully constructed railgun.


   


  
    Author's Note: The italicized sections in blockquotes are not fiction.
  


  Editor's Introduction to:


  SIMULATING THE ART OF WAR


  by Jerry Pournelle


  Science fiction's gain was the game industry's loss.


   


  There are few, very few, readers of this anthology who do not know of Jerry Pournelle, the science fiction writer. Nearly everyone has heard of the author of Jannissaries and The Mote in God's Eye, the editor of many anthologies, the techno-savvy Byte columnist, the SFWA president, the Lord of Chaos Manor, even the aphorist who coined the Iron Law of Bureaucracy.


  
    In any bureaucracy, the people devoted to the benefit of the bureaucracy itself always get in control and those dedicated to the goals the bureaucracy is supposed to accomplish have less and less influence, and sometimes are eliminated entirely.
  


  But there are not very many who know of J.E. Pournelle, Ph.D., wargamer, and particular fan of the classic Avalon Hill game Afrika Korps. In the early 1970s, Jerry was also an occasional contributor to the Avalon Hill house magazine, The General, in which he introduced new rules for Waterloo, conceived an clever device for counter concealment that anticipated Fifth Frontier War's Fleet rules by a decade, and penned an astute article explaining how to draw upon the timeless Principles of War for the purposes of designing better wargames.


   


  Alas, it is a lesson that few designers in the industry have taken to heart. These little-known facts may be reasonably cited as evidence that Dr. Pangloss was wrong, and we do not, in fact, live in the best of all possible worlds. After all, we narrowly missed living in a world where J.E. Pournelle designed Halo: Combat Evolved!


  SIMULATING THE ART OF WAR


  by Jerry Pournelle


  The title of this article is a misnomer. Although I have had some experience simulating the art of war, nothing would be duller for a game; so far as I can tell, the closer the simulation, the less playable the result. The best simulation of land warfare I have ever seen takes place at Research Analysis Corporation (RAC). an Army-related think tank in Virginia. At RAC, they have three enormous war-rooms, each equipped with a wargames table some twenty feet square, each table having elaborate terrain features at a scale of about one inch to the kilometer. ln the Blue room, only Blue units and the Red units located by reconaissance are shown; in the Red room, the opposite, while the only complete record of all units in the game is in the Control room.


  Each team consists of an array of talent including logistics and supply officers. intelligence officers, subordinate unit commanders, etc. Orders are given to a computer, which then sends the orders to the actual units, while members of the Control team move them rather than the players Both teams send in orders simultaneously, so that the computer is needed to find which units actually get to move and which are interfered with. The last time I was involved with a RAC game, as a consultant to feed in data about how to simulate strategic and tactical air strikes, it took six months playing time to finish a forty-eight hour simulation—and that was with about ten players on each side, a staff of twenty referees, and a large computer to help. The game, incidentally was one which eventually resulted in the US Army's evolving the Air Assault Divisions, now known as Air Cav.


  The point is that although an accurate simulation—it had to be. since procurement and real-world organization decisions were based in part on the results—the “war game” at RAC was unplayable, and, one suspects, even the most fanatical wargames buff would have found it dull after working at it full time for months.


  Yet. What makes a wargame different from some other form of combat game like chess? What is there about the wargame that can generate such enthusiasm? Obviously, it is the similarity to war; the element of simulation which is lacking from other games. Consequently, the game designer must know something about simulation. and must make realism his second goal in design.


  There are two ways of making a wargame realistic. The first, which by and large has been exploited well, is “face-realism”. That is, the game designer attempts to employ terrain features similar to a real world battle or war; designates units that either really were in a battle, or might have been; calls the playing pieces “armor” and “infantry”, or “CCA”, or “42nd Infantry Regiment” and the like. He tries, in other words, to give the appearance of reality. He may also, as is often done, make the rules complex, usually by adding optional rules to bring in such factors as “air power” or “supply”, or “weather”.


  The second way of making a wargame realistic is much more difficult, and has seldom been tried. This method is as follows: the designer abstracts the principles of war as we know them, and designs a game in which only the correct application of those principles brings success. There are, as I said, few of those games. I am tempted to say none, but this would be incorrect; many Avalon Hill games partially meet this goal.


  The second kind of simulation is admittedly far more difficult. To some extent it may even interfere with the “realism” of the first kind, in that some rather unusual moves may be required. In this and succeeding articles I shall attempt to analyze the principles of war which should be simulated, and the rules which may introduce “functional simulation” to the art of wargaming.


   


  Tactics or Strategy?


   


  The first decision is a key one: do we simulate tactics or strategy? This is compounded by the problem that no really satisfactory definitions of strategy and tactics exist, and neither is very well understood in the United States. For example, there is nowhere in this country a good work on modern tactics, and the study of tactics has largely been neglected for the study of something which we call strategy, but which is often not that either. This is a large subject, and not one to be settled in a single essay; the interested reader might refer to The Strategy of Technology, by S. T. Possony and J. E. Pournelle, University Press of Cambridge, Mass. for a fuller exposition on what I mean by that statement.


  The average game of strategy, in any event, would be too complex, and simulation is extremely difficult because strategy operates against the will of the opponent rather than his means. Because there is no more penalty to a wargamer for losing utterly than there is for losing at all, it is difficult to make him surrender until his means of combat have been eliminated. I suppose rules could be devised in which a point system is employed, with a penalty to be paid for the number of points lost by the loser less those which he has gained against the winner, but then another difficulty arises: in the real world there are usually factors operating which make the victor anxious to accept the surrender of his enemy, in war games there is almost none, and consequently a player who is winning would be most reluctant to allow the loser to stop the war until the maximum number of points had been extracted. It is all a very difficult matter. and one which deserves more thought than we have time for in this article.


  Consequently, we will discuss tactics more than grand tactics, and grand tactics more than strategy. The subject is, I think, large enough for our purposes.


   


  Which Principles of War?


   


  The next problem is, which principles of war do we wish to emphasize? For that matter, which list of principles will we accept? Every serious student has his own set of “the” principles of war, and few lists are alike. Again, for our purposes, we will have to be satisifed with an arbitrary set of principles which seem appropriate for gaming, leaving the question of which are the correct principles of war to another discussion.


  It seems to me that the most important principle of war neglected in popular games is the Principle of Surprise. Surprise has probably won more battles than all the other factors combined. Certainly it has provided most clear wins by a side which should reasonably be expected to lose. Consequently, let us examine the characteristics of surprise as it operates in real battles, and how it might be simulated in games.


  Surprise consists of doing what the opponent is certain you will not or cannot do. Classical examples are: night marches, attacks by inferior forces, the use of equipment, troops, or weapons in totally unexpected ways, attacks through “impassable” terrain, and “secret weapons” which quite often have not been secret in the sense of being unknown, but secret in the sense of a capability previously unexpected, such as when infantry has been trained to make forced marches at speeds not thought possible.


  Many of these kinds of surprise are impossible in gaming. There is no way, at least none known to me, in which we can unexpectedly increase the striking radius of the gaming pieces, or change the terrain rules in the middle of the game, or combine forces in such a way that together they have a higher combat factor than they do separately. Certainly we could do any of these things, possibly by some kind of card drawing or random number system; but the resultant would not be the mind-numbing shock of the totally unexpected, because the opponent would know from the rules that such things were possible. The true effect of surprise goes beyond the immediate effect to a paralysis of the opponent's will; if he could do that, then what else might he be able to do? Wars have been won by exploiting that kind of surprise.


  We can, however, introduce surprise by imperfect intelligence; allow a player to do, if not the totally unexpected, then at least something which the opponent has dismissed as highly unlikely. The best way to achieve this at the game board, in my judgment, is through the matchbox system. In this system, each player has a certain number of headquarters-type pieces, and for each such piece a matchbox or envelope. At any time a player may move a certain number of combat pieces up to the headquarters and take them off the board to be placed in the corresponding matchbox. The HQ then moves on the board, and the combat pieces are considered to be stacked on top of it, or, in non-stacking games, in the squares through which the headquarters has last moved. Obviously, by judicious moving of the headquarters units together and then apart, a player can create confusion as to just what units are in any given formation containing headquarters pieces, so much so that what appears to be a minor raid might well be a full armored army, while what seems to be a major attack might be a reconaissance in force. The matchboxes are used to keep the players honest; only those pieces in the matchbox can be claimed to be with the on-board HQ.


  This rule alone can produce a major effect on wargames; I have seen the emergence of an army in a totally unexpected place bring about a paralysis of will that brought defeat to an otherwise winning player. I have also seen the fear of surprise attack stop an advance even though there was in fact no real strength opposing it. In my judgment the rule should become a standard rule in all board-type wargames.


  The second most neglected factor in wargaming is the principle of Economy of Forces, the judicious combination of units of different types to bring about a force sufficient for the objective set. Again, the really great exploitations of this principle are denied the gamer. We cannot change the rules in the middle of the game, or discover a new use for infantry-cavalry combinations unknown to the opponent. We can, however, provide a rich variety of really different units, each with a special capability. This was discussed at great length in my previous article on “The Decisive Arm” and cannot be repeated here. Therefore, we will only examine some possibilities open to the wargamer.


  First, it seems to me, we will need complexity, and complexity is generally the enemy of playability. ln this case there is no help for it and what we must do is strive to make our complexities such that we do not lose ourselves in them. What we need is a variety of kinds of units which have some really fundamental differences between them, not merely differences in strength and mobility.


  For example: in Waterloo, the artillery should be allowed to stack without limit. This means that a player who has husbanded his artillery can bring an enormous concentration of force against a single point-much as Napoleon was able to do. The P-A-A player, on the other hand, should be prevented from stacking dissimilar units, and in particular forbidden to place Prussians with Allies. Adding this rule and the matchbox rule produces a game of Waterloo entirely different from the standard game, and one which I think is more interesting. It automatically provides a role for cavalry as well—reconnaissance becomes absolutely necessary, with cavalry making sweeps to locate the enemy artillery prior to setting up a defensive position or mounting a major attack. Without such knowledge, the player is nearly blinded and can be surprised. In modern games, armor can have unique stacking capabilities, as infantry, or infantry-armor combinations, can stack.


  The last principle we shall examine in this article is the Principle of Uncertainty: No battle plan ever survives contact with the enemy. It is the first maxim that the aspiring commander must learn.


  This was, to some extent, brilliantly incorporated into the original Avalon Hill combat results tables. It has been less and less so as time went on, and I fear the results when the new non-random combat results rules become universal as they seem destined to do.


  In simulation, you can never eliminate uncertainties. There is always a chance that a small unit, ordered to die to a man, will in fact repulse a much larger unit ordered to attack without quarter. The chance may be small, but it is there, and the really great generals have been those who understood this and made contingency plans for unlikely events. If we are to keep realism in our wargames, we must have uncertainty.


  At the same time, there is no question but that the old, rigid combat tables were wrong. The defense should have the option of bugging out to save his forces, and the attacker should have the option of making feints rather than full-scale attacks. On the other hand, the uncertainties need to be preserved. A withdrawal in the face of a cavalry attack, for example, can be very difficult and might even result in greater losses than an attempt to hold the position. The possibilities are easy to speculate on. harder to simulate.


  Still, simulation is not impossible. Better combat tables could be devised by spending a lot more time analyzing what happens in particular situations and adjusting the probabilities accordingly. Other future articles will analyse the Principle of Pursuit, the Principle of the Objective, the Principle of Unity of Command, Logistics and Supply, and the Center of Gravity, a European concept almost totally neglected in U.S. military analyses.


  Editor's Introduction to:


  GALZAR'S HALL


  by John F. Carr and Wolfgang Diehr


  John F. Carr is a veteran of SFWA from way back and has some sixteen novels to his credit in addition to editing literally dozens of science fiction anthologies. Among John’s novels are Great King’s War with Roland Green, Kalvan Kingmaker, Siege at Tarr Hostigos, The Fireseed Wars, and Gunpowder God, all set in the universe of H. Beam Piper’s Lord Kalvan of Otherwhen. There’s a new one out, too, The Hos-Blethan Affair, written with John’s co-author, Wolfgang Diehr. Wolfgang is also a veteran, but of the US Army, and likewise has done his part in keeping the legacy of H. Beam Piper alive with two well-received novels, Fuzzy Ergo Sum, and its sequel, Caveat Fuzzy.


   


  Of those many anthologies, of particular interest to the readers of this one will be four volumes of the THERE WILL BE WAR series. In partnership with Jerry Pournelle, John edited Volume I, Volume III Blood and Iron, Volume VII Call to Battle, and Volume 8 Armageddon!. To him, too, the modern writers of military fiction owe their respects.


   


  As to the story that follows, there are few alternate histories as beloved as that begun with the late H. Beam Piper’s Lord Kalvan of Otherwhen, in which Corporal Calvin Morrison, Pennsylvania State Trooper and former US Army combat infantryman, is whisked to an alternate timeline, where early Indo-Europeans went east to Asia and then North America, rather than west, into Europe. In that timeline Corporal Morrison, known as “Kalvan” to the locals, makes a better gunpowder, builds an army, wins the battles, saves the princedom of his friends, marries the princess, and creates a new “Great Kingdom.” And that’s just in the first book! In the process of all that, he makes an enemy out of Styphon, the local god of gunpowder, makes a couple of mistakes that turned out to be much worse than he could have anticipated, and finds himself on the short end of the financial and manpower lever. In short, he loses a key battle and finds out why Moltke the Elder, and most experienced soldiers, find retreat to be the most difficult military operation of all.


   


  And that's where Economy of Force, Surprise, and their handmaiden, Deception, come in, with a little help from the local’s fear of Galzar, the God of War.


  GALZAR'S HALL


  by John F. Carr and Wolfgang Diehr


  “Without all colorful commentary,” the troubadour Gasphros said, “the Hos-Blethan Royal Army’s scouting parties will be here in a moon quarter at least, a moon half at most.”


  Captain Andros nodded, tugging at his beard. As a former officer in the Royal Army, he knew how determined the Royal Guardsmen could be. Great King Democriphon was both embarrassed and angered by the number of Styphon’s House temples they had plundered in the last four moons. It not only made the Great King look weak and ineffective, but angered the hierarchy of Styphon’s House to whom he was deeply in debt.


  “And you know what routes they will take?” Captain Andros asked.


  “Oh, yes,” the troubadour replied. “A few more ales and I would have had the key to the captain’s wife’s chastity belt. A look at the scouting map was easy to get.” Gasphros pulled out the skillfully inked duplicate parchment of the scouting map. “I would say they could get to this point rather easily,” he indicated the location with the tip of his pipe. “However, the enemy will have to slog through the swamp for at least a full day. That gives us plenty of time to prepare a trap.”


  “What kind of trap?” Andros asked.


  “A simple ambush, I would imagine,” Gycules replied. “We could meet them on the other side of that swampy area and simply shoot them down from–”


  “Nay!” Andros stormed around the table and came face-to-face with Ranthar. “I told you when I joined that I would have no part in seeing my former brothers in arms killed by you or anyone else in the company. If you do this, it will be without me, and I shall not remain among you.”


  Colonel Ranthar, having taken a step back, recovered himself. “What would you have us do? We cannot wait for them to come to us. Would you have all of us stand and be slaughtered?”


  “I…no. But there must be another way…”


  “I am open to suggestions, Andros, but if it is a choice between them or us…”


  “Ranthar,” Timnos interrupted, “Killing these men would only be a temporary victory. When this patrol fails to return, more will follow in larger numbers. Men looking to avenge their missing comrades.”


  “The reward on us would also go up,” Uncle Wolf Syros added.


  “I’m hearing more problems when I need solutions,” Ranthar said.


  “Colonel, I think I have an idea,” Gasphros said. “I will speak with the sharpers. If any have the skills we need, I will tell you my plan.”


  Ranthar shrugged and gestured for the bard to proceed.


  “What do you think Gasphros has in mind?” Andros asked nobody in particular.


  Uncle Wolf Syros laughed. “Who can know the mind of a bard?”


  Gasphros returned half a candle later. “We have what we need, but we will have to work quickly. First….”


   


  “Half a moon, Fannar. That is how long we have been wading through muck and feeding the mosquitoes, Dralm—damnit!” trooper Katan shouted.


  “And who got lost after taking a privy break, Katan? You did!” Fannar accused. “Two days you cost us looking for your sorry arse because the petty-captain thought you might have been seized by these bandits we are looking for. Or even Ruthani. Gods, I would hate to run into them out here.”


  “You two will run into worse than that if you do not shut those mouths of yours,” Petty-Captain Emeros hissed. “Remember you’re Royal Guardsmen, not recruits. We are close to the cursed lands of Mallegast. I do not want to run into anything worse than Ruthani out here.”


  “Wait,” Fannar said stopping. “This is Mallegast? I lost my cousin’s family in a flood there.”


  “No settlement was ever able to make a go of it in this place,” Katan added. “If the bandits are here, Mallegast will tend to them soon enough, I say.”


  “It will tend to us if you fools do not keep your voices down.” Emeros turned back to the rest of the squad. “That goes for the rest of you as well. There is no telling what might be hiding out here in…”


  “Sir!” Katar hissed. “Listen.”


  Emeros raised a hand, halting the squad, then gave an ear to the surroundings. He could hear the chirping of birds, the rustling of leaves in the breeze, something splashing in the water and something else. It took him a moment to identify it as flute music. The melody, while a familiar tavern tune, was somehow different, as if there were no life in it.


  “Men, we may have found our bandits celebrating. Follow me and do not make any noise you do not have to.”


  The soldiers dutifully followed the petty-captain’s orders and lead. Emeros took great care in moving as quietly as possible and the soldiers behind him tried to emulate his example. Through the foliage they caught brief glimpses of color and movement; nothing that they could make out definitively. When finally Emeros emerged from the brush, sword in hand, he could not credit his eyes. The scene before him was like nothing he had ever witnessed before.


  Crowded around a long table, easily six rods in length, were men dressed in various uniforms and armor; some wore the back-and-breast favored by the armies of the north, while some sported armor typical of the Blethan army. The faces of the men were pale, as if they had been drained of blood, and in some cases bore hideous wounds, still fresh, upon them. All were eating from the platters of fruits, vegetables and meats before them and drinking from wooden steins with silver handles.


  Darting back and forth were young maidens, also pale of countenance, refilling the steins with a dark liquid that did not look like wine. One of the maidens bore a frightful wound on her chest, though it failed to slow her in the least. Another had a blackened eye. They look like Slain Maidens, hostesses of the dead! The petty-captain could not help thinking of camp followers occasionally killed at the edge of the fighting.


  Most of this, while noticed by Emeros and his men, failed to distract them from the most frightening thing they had ever seen; at the end of the long table, seated on a great throne of iron and brass, sat a man so large that everything else was dwarfed by his presence. Moreover, instead of a man’s face, he bore the muzzle of a great wolf!


  More wolf-headed men stood at the ready on either side of the giant. Those on the left held great battle-axes and those on the right wielded maces so massive no mortal man could be expected to use them in combat. It was all Emeros could do to pull his gaze away. By chance his eyes settled on a familiar face.


  “Andros!”


  Andros slowly turned his ashen face to meet Emeros eyes. “Emeros.” He spoke flatly, without passion.


  Emeros stepped forward. “What plays here? You have been gone for months.”


  “Has it been that long? I remember fighting the Ruthani, then arriving at this banquet.” Andros voice remained flat.


  As Emeros approached he saw a splash of red on Andros armor. It looked as though the petty-captain’s throat had been cut open. “Gods! Andros, what happened to you?”


  “I was killed by the Ruthani,” Andros said simply.


  “You were…what!” Emeros felt the blood rush out of his head. Killed?


  “Have you come to join the feast?”


  Emeros spun about to face empty air until he lowered his gaze. One of the maidens, the tiny one with hair like the setting sun, stood before him with a stein.


  “You must have died well to arrive here, warrior. Here, drink the blood of Galzar and be welcomed.” The woman held out the stein and Emeros took it without thinking.


  She said the blood of Galzar! Galzar! Emeros again looked upon the giant. Damned if it was not the very image of the War God. Emeros lifted the stein and drank without realizing he was doing it. The drink was stronger than anything he had ever tasted. It almost instantly went to his head.


  “How did you die, Emeros?” Andros asked in his flat voice.


  Emeros sputtered. “What? I am not dead.”


  Andros nodded. “We all believe that when first we find ourselves here.”


  “I am not dead, I tell you,” Emeros nearly shouted. He remembered the men behind him and brought himself under control. “I am on a search. There have been bandits about and—”


  “So they killed you? Well, a good death is its own reward. Join us…”


  “This is some kind of sham,” said a voice from the back. One of the soldiers, Emeros did not recall his face, boldly marched out with his sword drawn. “That cannot be a real man, not that big, so it is some kind of stuffed effigy, I warrant.” The soldier continued to walk toward the giant.


  Then the giant stood up.


  The soldier stopped and looked stricken, then took a step back. The giant raised a massive mace and pointed it at the frightened man. There came a bright flash from the mace and the soldier vanished in a billow of smoke.


  Andros shook his head sadly. “It is always sad when a warrior is sent to Regwarn.”


  Behind him, Emeros heard the screams of his men as they turned and ran. Many dropped their swords and arquebuses. Emeros, no coward by any measure, knew better than to challenge the might of the gods, especially that of Galzar, the God of War. He turned and ran after his men, dropping the stein though he retained his weapons.


  



  Two days later Emeros stood before his captain and tried to explain what had happened. Captain Mardan was not impressed. He sent a second scouting party to investigate. All they found were the weapons left in the grass and marks on the ground where something heavy had sat, like a great feasting table. They would have investigated more thoroughly but for the sudden melody that assailed their ears.


   


  Back in Mallegast the feast had just begun. The soldiers, face paint washed off and false wounds removed, enjoyed a hearty meal of roast flamingo, wild boar, rabbit, and victory.


  “Gycules, you make a truly wonderful Galzar,” Vanir said.


  “These built-up boots added a good two hands to my height,” laughed the giant, “and almost made me lose my balance! I forgot to close my eyes when I set off the mace and could not see a thing for half a candle.”


  Ranthar nodded knowingly to himself. Flash powder. The hollow maces were a nice touch as well.


  “You had it easy, Petty-Captain,” Timnos said. He still walked with a limp. “I twisted my ankle when I dropped through that, uh, trap door, is it called?”


  “That is always a danger in theater, Timnos,” Gasphros said. “You did well. Have you ever considered becoming a sharp?”


  “No, I don’t think so. Though it was fun sneaking into the back of the scouting party and playing my part.” Timnos thought for a second. “Won’t they wonder why none of their men are missing when they return and count noses?”


  “Maybe,” Gasphros interjected. “If they recover their wits fast enough. Hopefully they'll decide that someone Galzar has damned is lost to the memory of mortal man.”


  “Well, I hope they will not forget me,” Eldra said. “Um…on second thought, they had better. I might bump into that petty-captain in Tarr-Bletha. I’ll have to stay in chambers after I get back until this eye is healed. I hope Galzar appreciates my sacrifice.”


  “None of that, now,” Ranthar said. “We do not want to annoy Uncle Wolf Syros any more than this little play already has.” He handed the mercenary a fresh stein. “Here, Timnos, have some Blood of Galzar.”


  “Do not call it that,” Uncle Wolf Syros said irritably. “I appreciate that you had no good alternatives, but Galzar should not be mocked in this manner. I advise all of you to make a sacrifice to the God of War before your next campaign.”


  Colonel Ranthar nodded solemnly. “We shall, Uncle Wolf, and give three ounces of bronze…no, of silver, to the Temple of Galzar for each man who took part in the…uh…production! Yes, the production.”


  Syros eyes widened. “Uh, yes, that would be very generous. I shall ask my brothers to remember you all in their prayers.”


  “Good.” Ranthar snatched another stein from the table. “Now, have some Ermut’s Best and we will no longer call it Galzar’s Blood, though I think it honors him all the same.”


  Gycules spotted Tylla approaching. “My fellows, a toast to our maidens! Tylla, you were especially wonderful. That Emeros fellow almost fainted when you asked how he died. Oh, where is Andros? He was the best of all of us, I think. Oof! I mean, after Tylla, of course.” The giant rubbed his stomach where he had received a tiny, though well placed elbow.


  “You better believe it,” Tylla added.


  “I will see to him,” Uncle Wolf Syros said as he walked off.


  Syros found Andros at the edge of the camp. “Captain Andros, should you not be enjoying yourself. You comrades were spared and Mallegast is safe.”


  The Blethan released a long sigh. “I had forgotten what I left when I joined up with this bunch. Emeros was a good friend and I will miss him. I did not enjoy tricking him as I did.”


  Syros shrugged. “You saved his life. It was only chance that brought him to us that way. I cannot say I approved of the…production, but I am pleased nonetheless with the results.”


  “Uncle Wolf, we captains know each other almost all across the realm. I trained many of them. If not Emeros, it would have been another I had known. I can never go back to my old life in Bletha.”


  Syros thought on it for a moment before speaking. “You had already made that choice when you joined with Democriphon and Ranthar. Look, you regret tricking your friend, yet you saved his life by doing so. If the charade had failed, what would have happened?”


  “Ranthar would have come charging out of the brush with his men and slaughtered them all.”


  Uncle Wolf Syros nodded. “Just so. Take comfort in the knowledge that you saved an old comrade’s life. Now come. One of those sharper women was eyeing you earlier and it would be rude of you to ignore her.”


  Andros smiled, though there was some sadness in it. “Not the tall horse-faced one, I pray.”


  “Naaaay,” Syros joked. “The one that looks to be at least half Ruthani. I hear those women know things that would make even an Uncle Wolf blush.”


  Editor's Introduction to:


  RED WAVES IN THE SOUTH CHINA SEA


  by James F. Dunnigan


  You've already been introduced to Jim Dunnigan, with his piece on Murphy's Law. What follows is a tour de force on the military and diplomatic issues with China—not just ours, but nearly everyone's—with tie-ins to research and development, surreptitious warfare, arms sales and transfers, base development, longstanding border issues, and China's eagerness to overcome and rewrite, possibly even gain revenge for, several centuries of humiliation at the hands of, again, nearly everyone.


   


  There is a widespread belief among English-speakers that the Chinese word for “crisis” is composed of two ideograms, one of which means “opportunity” and the other of which means “danger”. In fact, the first element is better translated as “critical point”, and in the following essay, Jim shows us just how apt a description of the South China Sea that is today.


  RED WAVES IN THE SOUTH CHINA SEA


  by James F. Dunnigan


  The Philippines and Japan announced further military cooperation to deal with growing Chinese claims on offshore areas that have long been considered the property of South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, the Philippines, and Vietnam. These five nations have formed a loose coalition, along with the United States and Australia, to oppose the Chinese aggression. India, also faced with extensive Chinese land claims, is something of an associate of this group. The coalition gets stronger every time China makes another aggressive move, as happened on November 23, 2013 when China claimed control over large areas of international air space via an expanded ADIZ (air defense identification zone). China wants all military and commercial aircraft in these new ADIZs to ask permission from China before entering. Coalition members responded by sending in military aircraft without telling China but warned their commercial aircraft operators to cooperate because it is considered impractical to provide the amount of military air cover required for all the commercial traffic. China sees this as a victory, despite the obvious coalition intention to continue sending military aircraft through the ADIZ unannounced. In response, China has begun running combat air patrols through the ADIZ itself and apparently intends to try to intimidate some of the smaller coalition members.


  South Korea has been very defiant against China regarding the ADIZs, including declaring its own ADIZ that overlaps the Chinese one. After China and the USA, Japan has the most powerful military force in the region and is taking the lead in opposing China. This bothers China a great deal and plays into Chinese paranoia about foreign enemies plotting to block Chinese attempts to regain what has been lost during two centuries of rebellion, civil war, and Western aggression. This interpretation plays well inside China, where the government uses the theme of reviving lost Chinese glory to distract people from poor governance and the corruption of the Communist Party.


  The government is trying to reduce the corruption and make the government more effective, but that has been the goal of Chinese leaders for thousands of years and has never been easy to achieve. To thoughtful Chinese their current government is simply another imperial dynasty pretending to be something new and different. But it’s the same old collection of wealthy, corrupt, and inept aristocrats doing whatever it takes to hang onto their wealth and power. Democracy might change that. However, the Chinese people have seen democracy work its magic in Taiwan and Singapore, so the old “democracy won’t work for Chinese” attitude is no longer very convincing. The imperial forms of government are not working in the 21st century and few Chinese are willing to go through another revolution to get a democracy. But the memory of what happened to the Russian communist empire in 1989-91 haunts the communist bureaucrats who run China. Mindful of Chinese history, they know very well that spontaneous mass uprisings can overthrow imperial rule. The people may not want a revolution but the people may, like the communist subjects of Eastern Europe and Russia did starting in 1989, start by saying “enough” and end up doing the unthinkable.


  A similar scenario is threatening to play out in neighboring North Korea. There, an even harsher socialist dictatorship has threatened a key portion of China’s defensive strategy by coming closer to collapse. China wants buffer states on its borders to keep potential foes as far as possible from the heartland, the vast river valleys on the east coast of Asia that contain most of China’s agriculture, population, and industrial wealth. If North Korea collapses, China has a problem, and North Korea gets more unstable with every passing year. The most recent problem was the very public dismissal and execution of the uncle of 30 year-old North Korean leader Kim Jong Un. The uncle, Jang Sung Taek, who is married to the sister of Kim Jong Uns father, was formally purged for corruption, but also because Jang was seen as being too cozy with China. He was a key Chinese asset in its attempt to get the North Koreans to reform their economy. But Jang overplayed his hand and was executed in December 2013, followed by all of his direct relatives and 200 of his supporters.


  China is not happy and may push back by ending its cooperation in trying to reduce the number of people escaping from North Korea via China. North Korean secret police and intelligence agencies have been ordered to do more to prevent people from fleeing the country. This time around more attention is being paid to families that have a member who is missing and believed to be in China. There are over half a million of these missing North Koreans, and the intelligence services have done the math. They realize that once a family loses one member to the lures of China or South Korea, more tend to follow. The government is particularly keen to halt people from going to South Korea. North Korea asked China to crack down on such defections and the Chinese have been cooperating. That may stop and China may cancel permission for North Korean secret police to operate on the Chinese side of the border. But then North Korea might go after the large network of Chinese sympathizers in North Korea. There are no good options in North Korea, just less bad ones.


  Meanwhile, China is trying to reduce tensions with India, at least temporarily. This is aided by the fact that Indian military analysts, especially those working for the media, are openly admitting that India is at a disadvantage versus China when it comes to military power. Indians admit that the Chinese forces are better equipped and that the situation is getting worse for India. This is a bitter new reality for Indians to deal with. For decades, when Pakistan was the main foe, India always had the technological edge, in addition to spending more than five times as much on defense and having nearly twice as many troops as Pakistan. But in the last decade the Pakistani threat has declined and China has become the main antagonist. China has about as many troops as India, but spends more than three times as much on defense. Chinese forces are increasingly equipped with more modern gear and more of it than their Indian counterparts. Now India knows how Pakistan has felt for so many years.


  Western irritation with China goes beyond Chinese expansionism. Earlier this year it was revealed by Western Internet security researchers that a specific Chinese military organization, Unit 61398, has been responsible for over a thousand attacks on foreign government organizations and commercial firms since 2006. After Chinese denials, some Unit 61398 attacks ceased and others became more discreet for a month or so. But since, then Unit 61398 has apparently returned to business as usual. The Chinese found that, as usual, even when one of their Cyber War organizations was identified by name and described in detail there was little anyone would or could do about it. There was obviously a Chinese reaction when the initial news became headlines, but after a month or so it was realized that it didn’t make any difference and the Chinese crackers went back to making war on the rest of the world with their usual reckless abandon. Unit 61398 is believed to consist of several thousand full time military and civilian personnel as well as part-time civilians brought in for a specific project.


  China's Cyber War crackers have become easier to identify because they have been getting cocky and careless. Internet security researchers have found identical bits of code and the techniques for using it in some of the hacking software used in commercial software sold by firms known to work for the Chinese military. Similar patterns have been found in code left behind during attacks on American military and corporate networks. The best crackers hide their tracks better than this, but the Chinese crackers have found that it doesn’t matter and their government will protect them. Chinese information-war operations are being tracked down and examined in detail in the West, but apparently Chinese leaders have decided to continue these operations and not make any serious efforts to conceal them.


  In another first, China has found its first customer for its locally made submarines. Bangladesh has ordered two submarines from China. The specific type of sub was not mentioned but it was probably the Type 39 class, which is relatively modern and very similar to the Russian Kilo class that is a popular export item for Russia. The Type 39 is the first successful Chinese-designed, Chinese-built submarine. China currently has 13 Song class, 12 Kilo class, 7 Yuan class, and 18 Ming (improved Russian Romeo) class diesel-electric boats. The Song/Yuan class subs are meant to replace the elderly Mings. China is in the process of buying even more advanced diesel-electric submarine technology from Russia for a new class of boats. This may change if Russia gets upset about China exporting cloned Kilos, which is what the Songs appear to be. There are only 4 Shang class and 3 Han class SSNs, as the Chinese are still having a lot of problems with nuclear power in their subs.


  India is alarmed that neighboring Bangladesh is planning to buy Chinese submarines, especially since Bangladesh has never had subs before. Bangladesh is the largest customer for Chinese arms exports. India also suspects that Chinese subs have been operating in the Bay of Bengal. While China and India have been talking for months about reducing tension on their common border, China continues to claim Indian territory and establish bases in the Indian Ocean and Bay Of Bengal.


  All this Chinese activity with its neighbors also includes Central Asia. To that end China has been enthusiastically pushing the activities of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). This is a regional security forum founded in Shanghai in 2001 by Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Russia, and China. The main purpose of the SCO was originally fighting Islamic terrorism. Russia, however, hoped to build the SCO into a counterbalance against NATO. SCO members conduct joint military exercises, mostly for show. They also share intel on terrorists, which is often useful. Iran, India, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Mongolia, and Turkey also want to join the SCO. These nations are allowed to send observers to meetings. China has put more emphasis on economic cooperation because greater Chinese economic power means that China is replacing Russia as the principal investor and trading partner throughout the region. Russia does not like to dwell on this, because it means China is expanding its economic and political power at Russian expense. On paper China is now the dominant military power in Eurasia, a fact that Russia likes to downplay. Many Russians fear that the aggression China is demonstrating with India and everyone bordering the South China Sea will eventually be turned towards Russia.


   


  Despite the increasing tensions with Russia, Japan, India, Taiwan, and the Phillipines, the primary Chinese naval challenge remains the U.S. Navy, which has asked missile manufacturers to quickly design and build a target drone that will simulate sub-sonic Chinese anti-ship missiles. Previously the U.S. Navy had spent a lot of effort developing and building similar drones to simulate super-sonic anti-ship missiles. Apparently someone did the math and realized that the most likely near-term opponents (China, North Korea, or Iran) all had a lot of Chinese sub-sonic missiles. China sells a lot of these C-801 and C-802 anti-ship missiles. The C-801 is 5.81 meters long, 360mm in diameter, has a max range of 42 kilometers, and weighs 636 kg. The C-801 is similar to the French Exocet and is believed to have been based on that design. An improved C0801 is the C802A which is 6.8m long, 360mm in diameter, and 682 kg with a 165 kg warhead. The C802 has a max range of 120 kilometers and flies at about 250 meters a second.


  The French Exocet missile is the same size and performance of the Chinese missiles but costs twice as much, being over a million dollars apiece. At 180 kilometers, the new Exocet MM Block 3 has greater range because of its turbojet engine. Exocet is a 670 kg missile that has been around for over three decades, has been proven in combat, and is known to be reliable. The C802 is less capable than the Exocet but it looks similar and the Chinese continue to improve their Exocet clones.


  The U.S. Navy has requested a sub-sonic reusable target drone that has a top speed of about 900 kilometers an hour, comes in about a meter above the water, can pull 8 Gs while maneuvering, and has a max range of 700 kilometers. The target drone must float, last about for 20 flights, and cost less than $200,000. This missile would carry electronics to enable it to be maneuvered by a remote operator and monitor jamming efforts as well as flight information.


  The Navy hopes to repeat an earlier success. Three years ago, after nearly a decade of development effort, it put its high-speed anti-ship missile simulator into service. This was the GQM-163A Coyote SSST (Supersonic Sea-Skimming Target), which is a 9.45 meter, 800 kg (1700 pound) missile with a combination solid fuel rocket and ramjet propulsion. It has a range of 110 kilometers, and a top speed of over 2,600 kilometers an hour. The Coyote is meant to give U.S. warships a realistic simulation of an attack by similar Russian cruise missiles like the 3M54 Klub. At least 39 GQM-163As are to be built at a cost of $515,000 each. The GQM-163A is the first U.S. missile to successfully use ramjet engines, and this technology can be now utilized in other missiles.


  Coyote was developed in response to more countries arming themselves with high-speed anti-ship missiles. In particular, there is fear that the 3M54 (also known as the SS-N-27 or Sizzler) anti-ship missiles used on Chinese subs are unstoppable. But this is not necessarily true. India, a major customer for the Klub, has feuded with the Russians over repeated failures of the Klub during six test firings three years ago. The missiles were fired off the Russian coast using an Indian Kilo class submarine, the INS Sindhuvijay. That boat went to Russia in 2006 for upgrades. India refused to pay for the upgrades, or take back the sub, until Russia finally fixed the problems with the missiles.


  Weighing two tons and fired from a 533mm torpedo tube on a Kilo class sub, the 3M54 has a 200 kg warhead. The anti-ship version has a range of 300 kilometers but speeds up to 3,000 kilometers an hour during its last minute of flight. There are also air-launched and ship-launched versions. A land-attack version does away with the high-speed final approach feature and has a 400 kg warhead. What makes the 3M54 particularly dangerous is its final approach, which begins when the missile is about 15 kilometers from its target. Up to that point, the missile travels at an altitude of about a hundred feet, which makes the missile more difficult to detect. The high-speed approach means that it covers the final fifteen kilometers in less than twenty seconds. This makes it difficult for current anti-missile weapons to take it down.


  The 3M54 is similar to Cold War-era Russian anti-ship missiles, like the 3M80 Sunburn, which has a larger, 300 kg warhead, but a shorter 120-kilometer range. The 3M80 was still in development at the end of the Cold War and was finally put into service about a decade ago. Even older is the P700 Shipwreck, with a 550 kilometer-range and 750 kg warhead. The Shipwreeck entered service in the 1980s.


  These missiles are considered carrier killers, but it is unknown how many of them would have to hit a carrier in order to knock it out of action, much less sink it. Moreover, Russian missiles have little combat experience and a reputation for erratic performance. Quality control was never a Soviet strength, but the Russians are getting better, at least in the civilian sector. However, the military manufacturers appear to have been slower to adapt.


  It is feared that the U.S. Navy has no defense against missile like the Klub, and China is likely attempting to clone them just as they have attempted to clone other Russian technology. But the U.S. investment in target drones indicates the Navy is attempting to develop such defenses, assuming that it does not already possess them.


  



  


  Editor's Introduction to:


  WITHIN THIS HORIZON


  by Thomas Mays


  Commander Thomas A. Mays is on active-duty in the US Navy's surface fleet, and has served for nearly twenty years. Over the course of his career, he’s garnered experience in destroyers, frigates, carriers, and amphibious ships. He has been everything from a Chief Engineer and a Navigator, to a tactical instructor and a Range Operations Officer testing lasers, ballistic missile defenses, and anti-submarine tactics. He also has two degrees in Applied Physics, but tries not to let what he knows get in the way of a good story. Tom’s written a number of short stories such as “Strategic Deployment” and “The Rememberists”. Five other shorts, dealing heavily with human-AI interactions, are compiled in his anthology REMO. He’s also written a popular and very good mil-SF novel, A Sword Into Darkness. Check them out.


   


  Shape pops up again inside Tom's “Within This Horizon”. Shape? Yes; why do you suppose the action takes place where it does? Go dig out a map and look.


   


  It’s about more than shape, though. When you read the story, think about the impact of leadership, or the lack thereof, of surprise, of complacency. And it won't be surprising if you get a little shiver of satisfaction at revenge well wrought.


  WITHIN THIS HORIZON


  by Thomas A. Mays


  My first official task as an officer in the terrestrial navy was to drag my captain out of a brothel. I had no sooner stepped aboard the rusty and ramshackle quarterdeck of USS Forrest Griggs than I was being turned around by a stocky woman wearing the khakis and gold oak leaves of a lieutenant commander. “You’re the new guy?” she asked, as she looked me over in my freshly pressed white uniform. Her eyes did an involuntary flare as she noticed my scars, but she had the grace to say nothing about them.


  “Yes, ma’am.” I limped a bit as I struggled to keep up with her rapid pace across the brow and back ashore. “Lieutenant Josh Morrow. I’ve been assigned as your new Autonomous Systems Officer. Are you the XO, ma’am?”


  She noticed my gait—a product of both the injuries I had sustained and too many years in microgravity—and she slowed down. “I have that dubious honor, yes. LCDR Tamicka Jones.” My new executive officer shook my hand, then stopped next to a robo-tuk and slid an authorization card through its lock. “How long have you been on Terra, firma or not, Morrow?”


  The automated tuk-tuk cab’s doors opened and she climbed in through one. Seemingly impatient, she motioned for me to cross to the other side and climb in as well. I answered her, still confused as to where we were going or what we were doing, “I’ve been planet-side for about three days, ma’am. I de-orbited into Bethesda, had a day of medical checks, another day for outfitting, and then caught the first sub-orbital lift I could to Singapore. My plane from there to Penang just landed.” One might wonder why I—a spacer with no terrestrial Navy experience—would receive a posting as an Autonomous Systems Officer aboard a Navy surface vessel. The answer was that I needed a job, and they needed a warm body with rank. Leadership is not necessarily system or service specific.


  She frowned at me. “Well, Mr. ASO, welcome to the wet arm of the US Navy. You rushed for nothing. Unlike your former brethren in the Aerospace Navy, we run at a lower RPM ‘round here. We don’t get the prestige, attention, or respect you astro-nuts get, but we also don’t have to deal with lasers or ship-to-ship nukes. The war doesn’t exist planet-side.” Jones reached down and tapped in a destination. “Fortunately or unfortunately, you’re about to do the most exciting thing you’ll ever get to do on this ship.”


  “And what is that?”


  “Meet the skipper.”


  We passed the journey in silence as the robo-tuk navigated the narrow, insanely busy streets of Penang, Malaysia. It was so crowded here, and life was so varied and free and messy. The closest you could come in the black was along the promenade of a major station, and this level of chaos beat that by several orders of magnitude – especially since the resource war with China had gone from cold to hot and all such places of congregation had cleared out.


  The robo-tuk pulled to a stop in front of a Thai “health club.” Judging by the barely clad, semi-androgynous “personal trainers” out front, they were only interested in working out certain specific parts of one’s anatomy. We clambered out of the small cab, the stocky XO managing it with more grace than I could in the persistent gravity. She brushed past the come-hither beckoning of the ladies and lady-boys arrayed along the sidewalk without a glance. Jones led the way inside and up the stairs to a particular room apparently known to her. I limped along in her wake.


  The XO knocked once and barged into the room without waiting for a reply. Inside stood a girl in a floral silk robe, with her hair pinned up in disarray. She smoked a black cigarette, but ground it out upon seeing us enter. The girl lit into Jones with a loud, rapid stream of what sounded like angry Mandarin.


  The XO waved her diatribe away and held up the shiny, dark rectangle of her phone. “Okay, all right. What does he owe you this time?” The brick translated: Hao ba, hao ba. Shenme shi ta qian ni de zhe yici?


  “Liang bai ouyuan!” the girl answered emphatically, which the phone duly repeated: 200 euros.


  “Less than last week,” Jones muttered. She tapped the amount into her phone and executed a transfer to the young prostitute. The girl’s phone chimed and all her anger and frustration bled away. She smiled, dimpling, and slipped out of the room, perhaps brushing against me in a more lingering fashion than was necessary.


  The XO waved me over and we began to collect an odd assortment of clothes: wrinkled uniform khaki pants, a stained combination cover, rope sandals, and a bright floral batik shirt. Of his uniform shirt, belt, or shoes, there was no sign. The commanding officer himself laid face-up across the width of the narrow bed, drooling, snoring, stinking of old beer and sweat… and without even a sheet for modesty.


  Jones tossed me his underwear. As we wrestled him into his clothes, he roused to consciousness and looked at me in evident confusion. “Damn. You fall into a wood chipper, boy?”


  I ignored him and flipped him onto his stomach to finish pulling his pants up. That’s when I saw a large tattoo on his shoulder blade: the eagle, rocket, and orbits of the USAN. I looked at the XO sharply.


  She wore a wry smile. “Oh yes, Morrow. The Aerospace Navy is already very well represented aboard the USS Forrest Griggs.”


   


  The second time I met Commander Brett Larkin was many hours later. I had been acclimating myself to the Griggs, meeting my chief and my sailors, enduring their stares and assumptions, learning about my spaces and systems aboard ship, and dealing with the culture shock of the wet Navy versus the Aerospace Navy.


  Free for the moment, I stood alone in the wardroom, slurping a mug of coffee and inexplicably missing the nipple I would have had on a coffee bulb in microgravity. Larkin—my ultimate superior on this dilapidated tub—stumbled in and stopped when he saw me.


  We had both changed, me into coveralls similar enough to a shipsuit while still being inferior in every way, and he into official Navy workout gear. Larkin had showered and appeared more or less lucid now, but he still looked confused as he stared at me until something clicked in his muddled brain. Then he grinned. “Sorry we had to meet that way, kid. You’re our new orbital debris, right?”


  I winced. That was indelicate, if perhaps slightly better than “meteor,” or “crash case”—someone who had made the irreversible transition from naval service among the planets to one stuck on our single livable world. I had heard them all today, though my subordinates had the decency to say them under their breath. “Yes, sir. I just made the shift.”


  He nodded and poured his own mug of coffee. “What were you on?”


  I gestured to my face. “Most recently the USS Jonas Salk and 90 days in a treatment tank as we made the fast burn in from the Belt. Before that I was stationed on Pensacola.”


  Realization dawned on his face. “Damn. I’m sorry about that. As San Diego-class astro frigates go, Pensacola was one of the best. I knew your CO, Jim Goldsmith. He was a year behind me at Annapolis; it was a bad day when we heard how things went out there.” He took a sip of his coffee, black, and searched my face. “Backscatter or explosive decompression?”


  My heartbeat stuttered a bit and panic bloomed, but I fought the emotions down. “A bit of both, Captain. I was one compartment over from where the first laser-head missile holed us. I don’t remember much, but I was lucky. It was early in the battle with Zhengzhou, so there was still time for others to button me up and get me to a med cell. The Chinese found my beacon and ten others after the reactor went. They forwarded us to Jonas Salk as part of a humanitarian exchange.” Forty-five others had been lost outright.


  Larkin grinned. “Ya gotta love civilized warfare, as if you can just compartmentalize atrocity. They blow the ship out from under you, and then pick you up from among the dead. They blast you with impunity off-planet, then declare the Earth off-limits to hostility.” He took another sip of coffee. “Why are you here, Lieutenant? Surely they gave you the option to exit.”


  I ignored sudden flashes of memory, of my parents urging me to do just that. “I still had time remaining on my initial commission.”


  “Don’t bullshit me, Morrow. You could med-board your way out of any contract! You’ve got a better case than most with just the injuries I can see.”


  I stared into the brown dregs of my cup. My stomach churned bitterly. “They wouldn’t let me stay in space. I can’t take the level of rads I might encounter, and my pressure resiliency is shot to hell.” I looked up at my CO. “But there’s still a war on. There’s still payback to be made and honor to be satisfied.”


  Larkin chuffed a single, humorless laugh. “God damn, you’re a dumb son of a bitch! Almost as dumb as me when I screwed up and asked for the good ol’ real Navy too. I wasn’t turned to hamburger like you, but I was riding that same line between ‘they can’t get rid of me’ and ‘they won’t let me stay.’ What I didn't know, however, and what you're about to find out, is this: there is no more real Navy. Resource extraction and transport has moved on to space. The petroleum economy is over. Most goods are made on site with 3D printing and materials recycled locally. The ocean traffic and waterways don't need defending with just a fraction of their former activity. Even power projection has moved into orbit. You’ve chosen to continue the good fight against an enemy you can’t touch in the equivalent of a global coast guard.”


  He slammed down his mug and gave me a bleak look as he continued. “My ships used to have a range of influence as close to infinity as one could get, in every possible direction. My weapons unleashed the power of stars. There was no horizon. Everything was within my sight and within my grasp.


  “Now? Now we are pond scum, stuck at the interface of sea and sky, bound by a horizon barely a stone’s throw away. Our sight above is clouded and our sight below is almost totally obscured. Right or left, forward or backward, it doesn’t matter where we go, because we’re never going anywhere. You think you got lucky, that the Chinese spared you? Son, they gave you the cruelest death of all. They doomed you to mediocrity after you’d already touched eternity.”


  The captain shook his head bitterly and left the wardroom, abandoning me to my thoughts and the consideration of the possibility that perhaps I might have made a huge mistake.


   


  USS Forrest Griggs got underway the next day, along with our sister ship, USS Jefferson Edwards. It had been our intention to pull the two trimaran hybrid destroyers away from the pier together at first light. Edwards succeeded. However, we did not, as we were plagued by a cascading series of system casualties and engineering errors. I spent the morning on the bridge uselessly, watching the clean, rust-free lines of the other ship get underway smartly. I had the conn, a learn-to-drive-the-ship position usually reserved for Ensigns, but since most Ensigns had more experience on the water than I did, it fit. As the Conning Officer, it was my job to parrot the Navigator and the Officer of the Deck’s orders to the helmsman who actually steered the ship, under the theory that at some point I would learn enough to do it myself and qualify to become the OOD.


  Instead, I was stuck, listening as the captain yelled at engineers and technicians over both the phone and the ship’s general announcing circuit. LCDR Jones ran from one brushfire to the next, until finally we could take in all lines and start making way under our own power. The skipper sat in his bridge-wing chair, glowering as we pulled away from Penang Island harbor and entered the mouth of the Strait of Malacca. He left the bridge as soon as Malaysia was just a line upon the horizon astern of us, and I focused on my watch duties until I could be relieved. My fellow watchstanders only spoke to me when it was necessary, and they all gave me significant looks whenever the subject of the captain was mentioned.


  After watch, I toured the weatherdecks, watching as sailors went about their duties, chipping rust until the orange was gone and slathering on paint until the damage was smooth again, or greasing up anything that moved until the grease sprayed out the other side of the fitting. It was disgusting, wasteful, imprecise and—had we been in space—deadly. Or perhaps that was just my prejudice showing, buyer’s remorse and the skipper’s dim views settling in and making my eye overly critical. Was I seeing normal as abnormal and untidy as careless just because it wasn’t the neat order of USAN maintenance?


  Around us, heavy shipping traffic with unknown cargos flowed up and down the Strait of Malacca, forced by economics and geography down this particular strategic waterway. It might well be a tithe of what flowed through here a century before, but the funnel of Indonesia, Thailand, and Malaysia still forced hundreds of vessels of a dozen different nations’ flags through this lane every day. It looked vital enough to my untrained eye.


  Later, near sunset, I watched as my petty officers and those from their partner divisions prepared the Griggs’ AI drones for coordinated operations. I watched closely, to see how managing drones as an Autonomous Systems Officer in a wet Navy differed from being a Remote Operator in the Aerospace Navy. I had always loved the god-like sensation of seeing through the multiple viewpoints of widely separated AI drones, wired directly into my brain. How strange would it be to experience the air and the sea through them instead of the vacuum of space?


  The sailors deftly managed the launch, releasing undersea, surface, and aerial drones until we led a small phalanx of artificially intelligent servitors through the water and sky. As my chief and petty officers finished up, they caught me watching them. They all smiled nervously, then scattered back to the interior of the ship. I shook my head at my continuing failure to connect to anyone and turned to follow them – whereupon I saw the XO watching me intently.


  “Ma’am,” I said.


  “What’s up, Morrow? Everything to your satisfaction? All in line with the premium standards of the Aerospace Navy?” Her question had a hard edge to it, and I remembered some of the blistering rebukes the skipper had laid upon her as we struggled to get underway.


  “I’m not in the Aerospace Navy anymore, XO. I think I should probably judge things according to wet Navy standards instead, don’t you think?”


  Jones nodded. “Probably, but transition is hard, and we tend to fall back on what we already know, rather than what we should know. Speak up, ASO. What do you think?”


  I paused and slumped. Turning, I looked over at the Edwards, lit in red and shadow by the setting sun behind us. “I think there’s something wrong. I think there’s a big difference between that ship and this one, and everyone knows it, but no one will address it.”


  She smiled. “Oh, goodie. Let’s hear your sage outsider wisdom on where we poor wet Navy types get it all wrong.”


  I shook my head. “Listen, ma’am, I can guess why everyone is being stand-off-ish with me, why they look at me and make assumptions, but you have got to give me a chance. Do I look at everything through a prism of where I’ve come from? Of course, everyone does that at first…but it would be a mistake to think I’m not actively trying to reshape that prism. I’m not…I’m not what others are. Okay? So, can I ask for a fair hearing before you hang me?”


  She stared at Edwards for a while herself before responding. Eventually, she answered. “I don’t mean to have a chip on my shoulder, Josh, but it’s there after years of being looked down on for being a proud member of a service whose glory days are behind it. All my career, the service has been regarded as a haven for the rejects and the also-rans. So maybe I’ve grown to expect some unfortunate things. It's like a cancer. It starts out as something small, a tiny thing you either don’t notice or disregard, like a switch thrown into the wrong position. Or it’s something as simple as dashed expectations. Despite your best intentions, the cancer grows. It grows and metastasizes until it infects and poisons everything. There was once a fine, hopeful officer in command of this ship, a slightly older Josh-Morrow-type of officer. Now…”


  Jones stepped away from the lifelines. “You’re going to have to make a choice about what kind of officer you’re going to be, but you’re a fool if you think you’re totally in charge of that decision-making process.”


  The XO walked down the weatherdecks, away from me, and I went into the ship, both to get back to my drones and to stop looking at the other, better-run, happier ship.


   


  The war in space came to Earth while no one was looking.


  The Griggs and the Edwards had spent a week and a half underway, exercising in the Indian Ocean and making a round-trip transit through the Straits of Malacca and Singapore, establishing our presence and showing off the US flag to all the nations and ships using the waterway. During that time, I had seen a number of things, some which improved my outlook, and some which lent credence to the skipper’s dismal view of reality.


  In the plus column, my people had begun speaking to me. They still did not fully trust me, harboring a deep resentment similar to that carried by the XO, but I made a concerted effort to look at everything they did with a fresh set of eyes, to not judge them too harshly if it seemed like the Aerospace Navy could have done the same thing better or more efficiently (even if in many cases, that was exactly what I had been thinking). As they opened up, so did a few of the other officers and crew. It began to seem as if I could make a valued life here.


  Then you had the minus column. I looked up what CDR Larkin had told me, and ocean-going traffic was way, way down. The US maintained the heaviest forces in the area with ships in both Singapore and Penang, but if one looked at the loadouts and capabilities, you could tell they were not designed for heavy or sustained combat. China was only a few days’ transit away, but we were not built up to any sort of posture to face them should that become necessary. And it would likely never become necessary. China did not put so much as a patrol boat in the straits, and judging from internet traffic about our presence, we were largely regarded as a joke, the last desperate spasms of nationalism and empire. I would not be satisfying honor and continuing the fight for my lost brethren on this front.


  I could see why the captain drank.


  Thus, as the Griggs and the Edwards pulled out of the Malaccan Strait and bore right to return to Penang, I considered whether I should spend my remaining time in the wet Navy embracing it or deriding it. Thinking deeply, I stood upon the starboard weatherdecks and watched as the green, lush strip of land upon the horizon grew larger, heedless of any danger. And that’s when danger struck.


  Without any warning, both Griggs’ Close-In Weapons Systems lasers aimed upwards and began snapping off dozens of shots per second from their bottomless magazines. Invisible high-UV radiance speared upward along a multitude of vectors from our two emplacements, made evident by a sound like a buzzsaw and the minute flashes of air heated to incandescence. I looked astern and saw similar flashes of light from the forward and aft superstructures on the Edwards.


  I searched the sky, mind boggling, with no idea what we were shooting at. Globes of light and streams of smoke blossomed in the skies overhead, with the streams transitioning from fast, straight lines to slow, chaotic curls as whatever they had been broke up under the assault of our lasers. All the streams originated from the northeast.


  I hobbled aft as fast as I could to the closest watertight door. Around us, ships outside the cone of our influence erupted in gouts of flame and debris as hypersonic glide warheads found their targets. I scanned the skies for any attacking aircraft, but there was nothing but the HGWs themselves. That was telling. The Chinese used suppressed-ballistics missiles, capable of hurling an HGW half-way around the world from the mainland.


  I noticed something else, too. Some ships seemed to remain untouched as other ships took multiple hits. Were these ships just lucky so far, or were they specifically not targeted? A theory began to form in my head.


  Reaching the door, I felt the vibration of the deck increase and we heeled hard to port, as the ship turned to starboard and accelerated to flank speed through the water. I fled inside and sealed the door behind me. Men and women rushed to their battlestations to the accompaniment of the General Quarters alarm. I hobbled toward the bridge, both to stand watch as Conning Officer again, and to share my observations with the command.


  As soon as I stepped on station, I saw the XO was there in battle dress, looking at a conferencing screen. The screen showed the faces of the CO, the Tactical Action Officer, and representatives from Engineering, Damage Control, and Intelligence. They were all talking, but I ran up and interrupted even as I struggled into battle dress myself. “XO! Sorry, ma’am, but it looks like all the Chinese-flagged vessels are escaping attack.”


  Jones’ face flashed a bit of annoyance, but she nodded. “Yes, Josh. Thanks. The same thing occurred to us.”


  Larkin spoke from the screen. “We’re closing with the nearest Chinese merchant now. The People’s Liberation Army Navy doesn’t have any vessels or aircraft in this area. If they’re targeting off of surface transponder data read by satellites in orbit, their targeting resolution may be too mushy to risk going after us if we get in close to the ships they’re sparing.”


  The XO nodded. “We’ve beaten back the first wave of suppressed-ballistic HGW attacks and we’ve started to extend the dome of our protection to the other non-Chinese vessels around us as well. We haven’t had to resort to our store of anti-air or anti-orbit missiles, so the quiver is essentially full. If they were intending to break the planet-wide armistice, they really wasted the element of surprise by launching out of mainland China first. Our early warning nets info’d us in plenty of time to get the CIWS beamers up. Not the smartest move.”


  I narrowed my eyes as a thought occurred to me. “Or they really wanted us focused on the skies instead of somewhere else.”


  I had barely finished speaking when fate deemed that to be the moment when USS Jefferson Edwards exploded with light and fury. The trimaran destroyer on our quarter erupted from the water, ripped in half by an expanding sphere of white water and actinic flame. As a deafening boom swept over the waves, her starboard outrigger ama tore free and flipped end over end, almost hitting the Griggs. We all stared in horror to the two flaming, broken halves, searching for life-rafts or any sign that some of her crew might have survived the horrific blast.


  I could not bear to watch the flames; it was too close to the experience I half-remembered from the death of the Pensacola. Instead, I looked in her turbulent wake, at where she had come from. That’s when I saw it: a low, curved shape in the water, writhing organically, though the sensor blister atop it proved it was no organism. I watched it survey the wreckage of the Edwards, then turn toward us and dive.


  The required commands were fresh in my mind from just having learned about them. I screamed them now, even though I had not yet formally taken the conn. “Left hard rudder! All waterjets ahead flank three! Launch acoustic countermeasures and kinetic shields astern! Stand-by for super-cav evasion!”


   


  We made it home to Penang. That’s about the only good thing we managed.


  My orders had been heeded by our nerve-shot helmsman and bridge crew, despite my not assuming the conn, and we just survived the Chinese orca’s attack which occurred only moments later. The more distant super-cavitating, rocket-propelled torpedoes of their initial spread were led astray by our maneuvers and countermeasures. The other kill-shots were caught up in the razor filament nets that we spread behind us as kinetic shields, detonating early or collapsing as their enveloping layers of drag-free steam were breached.


  By the time the manta-shaped Autonomous Underwater Ranged Combat Assembly (AURCA or orca for short) was back in position to re-attack, we had interposed a Chinese freighter between it and ourselves. Unable to complete its attack on us without endangering one of the ships it was apparently instructed to spare, the orca departed. We kept the freighter from abandoning us as we retreated by keeping both our decimeter railguns trained on its bridge.


  The XO shook my hand after we tied up at our old pier. The skipper said nothing and left the ship immediately.


  It took a while to reconstruct things after that first battle, to figure out how and why the world had changed. But we had a pretty fair grasp of the situation by the time we all settled down and could gather in the wardroom later. The captain’s seat at the head of the table remained empty, so the XO laid it all out for us instead.


  “And that’s where we are,” she said. “The outer planets, belt, and orbitals we’ve been contending with the Chinese for are largely at a stalemate or in recovery mode, so Earth’s own resources matter again. The longer these strategic waterways remain either under Chinese control or denied to us, the worse the economic position is for the US and our allies. The longer they stay on top, the more of our “friends” will leave us behind and set up shop with China. We are looking at the irreversible decline and economic subjugation of our nation. What has long been threatened is now coming to pass. Our orders are clear: re-open and secure the Strait of Malacca to US traffic and prevent Chinese traffic from transiting. If we don’t act now, we will be relegated to becoming a footnote in history.”


  Someone from around the table spoke low, but loud enough to be heard. “And if we do act now, we’ll be relegated to becoming a reef like the Jefferson Edwards and half the ships in Singapore.”


  Jones slammed the table with her fist. “That’s enough of that! This is a do-able mission, people. The Chinese navy has been in decline for as long as ours has. These suppressed-ballistic profile HGWs and these orca undersea drones are a new twist on sea control and denial, but they’re nothing we can’t defend against if we put our minds to it. TAOs, take control of your watch teams and start developing courses of action to get us back on top. Chief Engineer, I want that plant gone over head to toe and put back into fighting trim. We must be able to rely on it. Lieutenant Morrow, I need to see you in private.”


  My curiosity perked up at that, but I had no idea what she could want. Everyone broke up and I walked over to her seat at the wardroom table. She motioned me close and I leaned down.


  “Josh, we need the skipper.”


  “I don’t exactly have him in my back pocket, XO.”


  She smiled. “I think you can probably guess where he is. And you're both spacers, right? Maybe he'll listen to you.”


  “You think he’ll listen to me? XO, you told me yourself, I am him, a few years removed. What makes you think I won’t just end up in the room right next door?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t think that’s exactly what I meant. But know this: those years, along with senses of empathy and duty which you have and he doesn’t, make all the difference. You’re not the skipper, Josh, but if anyone can draw him back, it’s you.”


   


  One short robo-tuk ride and a gauntlet of courtesans later, I found myself in front of the door to the skipper’s favored room at the brothel. I knocked and someone opened the door from within. The same girl was there, naked, with her long hair trying and failing to conceal her nicer bits from view. She let loose another rapid stream of angry Mandarin, but it was wasted on me.


  “Sorry, I can’t understand and I don’t care. Give us a minute, would you?”


  She stopped and frowned. “Okay.” She pulled her silk robe from a hook behind the door, slipped it on, and stalked out. I walked in and shut the door behind me.


  Commander Brett Larkin stood next to the bed, staring at me. He wore a floral silk robe like the girl, but it was less fetching upon him. It did not help that he held a bottle of rotgut scotch already three quarters empty, nor that he swayed noticeably upon his feet. He held the bottle out as an offering. “Aerospace Navy, united till the end?”


  I did not reach for the bottle. “Captain, I’m here to bring you back to the ship. Your presence is requested aboard.”


  “Calling that tub a ship is an insult to every ship that’s ever plied the spaceways, Josh. I’ve served on real ships before. You have too. Don’t bother telling me what you picture in your head when I say ‘warship,’ cuz I know it ain’t the Griggs.” He shrugged and took a slug from the proffered bottle before lowering his arm to his side.


  I stepped closer, pleading. “It doesn’t matter what I picture in my head, sir. It matters that this ship is my ship now, and she has a need for all of her officers, including her skipper, whether he respects that post or not. The war has come to us and this is our chance to serve with honor, to do our duty.”


  He sat on the edge of the bed. “The best thing we could do for duty would be to switch places with the Edwards. Don’t kid yourself, Morrow. The Chinese are kicking our asses in space, and now they’re doing it on the water. You go out there, that stupid robot is going to eat you for lunch. It’s probably right outside the harbor, waiting for us to peek out, ready to shoot a whole spread of straight-running super-cavs as soon as it picks up our acoustic signature.”


  “We’re working on a number of different options now. We’ll find a way to win.”


  He laughed. “Good god, you’re stupid! It doesn’t matter what you plan. It doesn’t even matter if we win this one battle against this one orca. The Griggs isn’t anyone’s critical lynch-pin for a defensive strategy. She’s one tiny little rusty destroyer defending a waterway that allows merchants to get to major ports a couple of days faster. She does not matter. We don't matter.”


  I looked at him, feeling heat and anger suffuse my face. “You could say the same thing about any single unit in war, in space or the water. The strait is a critical line of communication and defending it is tactically necessary, or else the Chinese wouldn’t be trying to deny it to us. If we make them expend more resources to counter us, we draw resources away from somewhere else. Will we win the war here? No, but that doesn’t mean the fight isn’t necessary.”


  “I swear, if you say it’s not the size of the ship in the fight, it’s the size of the fight in the ship, I will punch you.”


  I stepped directly in front of him, fists balled up at my sides. “The Edwards just died here!”


  He looked up at me and smiled unhappily. “That’s exactly my point, boy, and I’m saying it’s not worth it.” Larkin took a swig as I stepped back, realizing I was going to fail.


  I reached behind me until I found a seat and plopped into it. “What if it was a Defiance-class astrocruiser out there instead of the Griggs?”


  He took another drink. “Have you considered that maybe I’m just a coward, and sea or space, it doesn’t mean a thing? Do you know why I was barred from service in the Aerospace Navy?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Agoraphobia. I couldn’t stand being in space anymore… but apparently that’s not my only problem. Your whole body got broken in battle and you’re still put together better than me.”


  We sat in silence for a long time while I tried to decide what to do. Eventually I stood. He looked up at me. I answered his quizzical look with a question. “What will you do now?”


  Brett Larkin considered the bottle in his hand. “I’m going to drink cheap scotch and spend time with beautiful women until the money runs out. And then I’ll finish disappearing.”


  I nodded and turned to leave.


  “Aerospace Navy! All the way!” he cried out.


  I didn’t look back.


  Back aboard ship, the XO saw me and paused in her frantic preparations long enough to take me to one side. “Well, is he en route? There’s a lot he needs to be briefed on.”


  I had thought about how to couch my failure. This way seemed best. “There’s no need. Our Commanding Officer is already aboard. Captain.”


  She stared back at me for a long measure before finally nodding. “Okay then. Gather your gear. You’re leaving the ship too.” She beckoned with her chin and I looked over to a Chinese freighter moored at another pier.


   


  Two missiles boiled out of the vertical launch system cells atop USS Forrest Griggs’ outrigger amas and arced overhead. Their primary boosters burned out and vectored thrust took over, driving them down sharply to a splashdown just outside the mouth of Penang’s harbor. One missile detonated upon entry into the water, the other after diving 20 meters. Concussive waves of force expanded out from the detonations, setting the bottom contours of the harbor ringing with vibrations.


  Sonar reverberations from small objects and fish were reduced to background by the twin explosive echo-ranging pulses, but large objects gave back a clear signal, no matter how stealthy they thought they were being. The technique was not very benign where fish or coral were concerned, but they were secondary concerns during war.


  On the shared tactical net, the fusion plot combining every source of information available to us lit white with sonar noise, then showed the clear position of a manta-like submersible waiting across from the harbor’s entrance: the first of two orcas Intel indicated were denying US access to the strait. As Larkin and others had guessed, the Chinese long-range underwater drone was fulfilling its directives to destroy us by waiting for our destroyer to emerge from the harbor.


  Griggs drove forward into the trap at full speed, but she was no longer a target surprised and on the run. Torpedo tubes on her central hull opened and spat a pair of our own fish into the water. The explosive pulses had revealed the orca lying in wait, but had also ensonified the water, blinding any sonar system not configured to receive the data. The torpedoes separated from one another, re-oriented on the Chinese unit, and then ignited their own super-cavitating drives, propelling forward at over 200 knots.


  The orca never knew what killed it. It erupted in a fountain of white foam, fluids, and debris. A cheer rose over the net, but unfortunately I was not there to hear it in person. As my new Commanding Officer, LCDR Tamicka Jones had warned me, I was off the ship.


  But I had not gone alone.


  The Griggs continued on, leaving the safety of Penang behind and turning to port to enter the traffic separation scheme of the Strait of Malacca. Traffic was notably reduced. Other nations had gotten the word in the last 36 hours: ally with China or be sunk. Any US or US-allied unit that attempted to enter the chokepoint of the Straits of Malacca or Singapore would be destroyed. Enough of our tonnage had been lost to either HGWs or rocket-propelled torpedoes by that time for point to sink in.


  Flanked by only a few Chinese-flagged vessels transiting the strait, the Griggs proceeded forward, surrounded by drones, using acoustic search, magnetic anomaly detection and blue-green lasers to search through the water. The destroyer had to proceed carefully. The physics of the hunt favored the stealthy, heavily armed orca, which could hide within its element and pick the time and place of the eventual encounter. As Larkin had warned, the odds were almost entirely in the Chinese automation’s favor. We only had one thing going for us: organic brains.


  The orcas and HGWs were operating autonomously, relying upon a programmed set of orders about who and what to engage. “Kill US vessels; Preserve Chinese shipping; etc.” While artificially intelligent, they lacked the creativity, boldness, and sneakiness of the devious human mind. That was why we employed local Remote Operators and Autonomous Systems Officers, to help manage our drones and provide adjustment to the rigid and sometimes contradictory orders initially given to AIs.


  The second orca rose from the bottom clutter at the center of the traffic separation scheme after the US surface destroyer and its drones had already passed over it, cued by a kilometer-wave radio signal from mainland China, initiated by satellite cueing of transponder-less traffic in the strait. It rose quietly and sinuously, moving like a fish rather than propelling itself with noisy screws or propulsors. Well astern of the sonar blind zone caused by the destroyer’s water jets, and well behind the drones deployed to mitigate that blind zone, the orca set up its shot.


  Looking at it in false color through the eyes of a completely separate set of underwater and aerial drones deployed from the Chinese freighter we had commandeered in Penang, I triggered my mike. “Orca 2 is setting up its shot about five kilometers directly astern of you. Do you want to make the kill, or shall I?”


  Jones answered from the Griggs. “Take your shot. We’ll focus on defense and mop-up.”


  I sent a command to my drones and they swept from their positions around the freighter to swarm the orca. Mini super-cavitating projectiles fired out from their sleek bodies and detonated all around the orca, blasting it with shaped-charge jets that pierced the robot’s rubbery skin and destroyed its interior. The Orca imploded less spectacularly than the first, but dead was dead.


  Jones keyed her comm again. “Nice work, spaceman. Welcome to the real Navy!”


  I smiled for what felt like the first time in a long time. “Thanks, Skipper.”


  Editor's Introduction to:


  WAR CRIMES


  by Benjamin Cheah


  
    O wad some Pow'r the giftie gie us
  


  
    To see oursels as ithers see us!
  


  —Robert Burns, To a Louse


   


  Who or what, among God’s living creations, is not fascinated by a mirror? In this case, the holder of the mirror is Benjamin Cheah, citizen of the Republic of Singapore. I suppose that’s fitting since Singapore, Chinese, Indian, and Malay jewel of the former British Empire, holds up a mirror to the West, a mirror that shows our weakness, our fundamental unseriousness, our lack of determination to preserve our or any civilization, and our grasping at comforting liberal delusions like a drunken sailor to a tart’s leg after three years at sea.


   


  Ben is a journalist as well as a veteran of Singapore’s armed forces, a well-regarded citizen-soldier militia, and one with a great deal of Havah Nagilah in its ancestry. Between regulars, reservists, and conscripts, Singapore is capable of mobilizing a million and a half (mostly, though not entirely) men, out of a population of five and a half million. Even the Swiss and Israelis have never approached that kind of commitment to self-defense. If they'd been able to do that in 1942, Yamashita's army would have died in the Straights of Johor. On my short list of places likely to survive and ride out the collapse that I sense coming, Singapore ranks high.


   


  Ben’s motivation for writing his story, “War Crimes”, was the highly-edited fraud perpetrated upon the stupid and gullible by Wikileaks, “Collateral Murder”. Rather than ruin it for you, I’ll content myself with suggesting that you look deep into the mirror Ben holds up for us, and see what he, an objective witness and reporter, sees.


  WAR CRIMES


  by Benjamin Cheah


  “Look at the Vashies. They’re fish in a barrel.”


  “Go get ‘em, tiger.”


  A living tsunami of aliens surged through the street, closing in on an apartment building. Four tiny figures scrambled about on the roof, highlighted with green carets. The camera swiveled, the central crosshair focusing on a cluster of Vash jumping out of a truck. All were armed.


  “You see those lizzies jumping out the truck?”


  “Yep. Engaging.”


  Red carets blinked into existence, framing the truck and the aliens around them.


  “Fletchers out!”


  Streams of white smoke obscured the camera, terminating in small bursts. Storms of flechettes tore the Vash apart.


  “Good shoot!”


  “Roge-o. Use smart shells on the rest of the bastards. Try not to hit our guys.”


  “When have I ever?”


  The camera abruptly jinked right and aligned itself with the road. The alien mob was pounding on the doors of the building, a roaring wave of inhuman fury. Then the camera panned up to show four men leaning over the side of the roof, dropping small objects into the mob, and ducking quickly back.


  The street vanished in smoke and fire.


  “Holy shit! What the hell…”


  The soldiers repeated their action. Again, multiple explosions tore through the mob.


  The dirty smoke cleared. Broken, bleeding bodies filled the street. The Vash still standing froze or fled. The soldiers reappeared on the roof edge and opened fire, inspiring those that still could to run away.


  “Holy shit!”


  The airscreen winked out. Josephine Anders set her holobracer aside. Seated across the table, Lieutenant Desh Horvan clenched his fists. His cheeks were flushed with anger.


  “That’s it? That’s the ‘proof’ Andrew Nash has?”


  “That’s the meat of the vid.”


  “How the hell did he get guncam footage?”


  “An anonymous whistleblower passed it to Nash and Transparency Interstellar.”


  The lieutenant's eyebrows furrowed. A scowl spread across his face. Standing, he slammed his palms on the table. “That’s fucking treason!”


  Anders winced. “TransInt is calling the whistleblower a hero for exposing war crimes.”


  He sighed. Sat back down. “Hero my ass. They weren’t there.”


  “Yes, but he’s using the video as proof that you killed hundreds of innocents.”


  “That's bullshit! I was cleared by the court-martial.”


  She steepled her fingers. “Nash is calling for a re-trial.”


  “Won't happen. Double-jeopardy. Nash knows that, he's just chasing publicity.” He sighed. “So why are you here? You believe him?”


  “I’m a reporter. I’m just here to find out what happened.”


  He snorted. “Really. Just one question, reporter: I saw one of your pieces. Why did you call it 'The Confluence Massacre'?”


  She shifted awkwardly on the hard wooden bench. “Well, that’s what people back home are calling it.”


  Horvan snorted, so loudly a passing soldier stopped and looked at them. The lieutenant laughed and waved him on.


  “Did I say something funny?”


  He grinned humorlessly. His eyes were dark with cynicism. “Everybody’s calling it a ‘massacre’ because TransInt branded it that way. I was there. And that vid Nash leaked? If that’s all he’s showing, it makes any fuck—anybody look bad.”


  “You don’t have to censor yourself.”


  He shrugged. “Okay, but just remember, you asked for it. You recording now?”


  “You want to start the interview?”


  “Let’s get it over with.”


  She fiddled with the holobracer. “All right, Lieutenant. We are recording.”


  He leaned back, crossing his arms. “Fire away. What do you want to know?”


  “Let’s start with context. What can you tell me about the city and your mission?”


  “Confluence was a fuck-up and our mission was an inevitable consequence of that.”


  “Oh?”


  “After First Contact, it maybe seemed like a good idea to somebody to establish a joint colony with the Vash. Good public relations and all that. Thing is, the Vash discovered the system first. We just beat them to the planet. The Joint Settlement Agreement was a political compromise. It couldn’t last. The locals didn’t like it, especially not their locals.”


  “You’re referring to the Gerandi vas Hidano?”


  “Yeah. They said the planet rightfully belongs to the Vash. They started with protests outside the Terran Embassy that eventually escalated to violence. Bombs, shootings, infowar, the works. They wanted to kick us out.” He leaned forward. “You want to know the funny part?”


  “Sure.”


  “Under the Status of Forces Agreement, the Vash are supposed to police their own, and we take care of ours. But I’ve never heard of the Vashin Security Forces actually clamping down on the GvH. The Terran cops had to do the heavy lifting, arresting their cadre and handing them to the VSF. And a week later, those same assholes would be out on the street.”


  “Sounds like the VSF aren’t doing their jobs.”


  He nodded vigorously. “That’s right. They didn’t actually do anything until the Fist of Terra showed up. Compared to the GvH, they were amateurs. But suddenly the Vash said Confluence was in a state of emergency and sent in a battalion of Regulars as ‘peacekeepers’.”


  “And your battalion was sent in to match the Vashin force.”


  “Correct.”


  “How did you end up engaging Vash in the Vashin Section? I thought your battalion’s jurisdiction only covered the human areas.”


  “Close, but not quite. The city’s divided into three areas. Alpha Zone is the Lizzie Lair…” He shook his head. “Scratch that, don’t quote me on that. Alpha is the Vashin Section. Bravo is the Terran Section, where we are now. Charlie is downtown, where both races are intermingled. The idea is we keep to our section and they keep to theirs. In Charlie, the VSF and us are supposed to hold ‘joint parallel patrols’.” Horvan air-quoted the last three words.


  “I take it that didn’t happen.”


  “Yeah. They only ever show up in Charlie to chase the Fist of Terra or protect their own people. When hassaloki—that’s Vashin for ‘bandits’—from the GvH show up, poof.” He spread his hands. “They’re gone.”


  “That sounds rough. I read that your battalion were patrolling two-thirds of the city. Lieutenant Colonel Sewing told me he doesn’t have enough men to cover it.”


  “That’s right. There’s seven hundred of us to watch a population of three hundred thousand. We’re overstretched. If the Vash actually chipped in, we might be able to cope, but–”


  “Yeah.” She looked around, and leaned in. “You know, I've heard a few things about why they're not helping.”


  He mirrored her. “Yeah?”


  “Word is the Vashin Presidium doesn't so much mind the GvH. If the whole planet falls under Vash control, it’ll boost their popularity at home.”


  “You’re right. And it's more than that. The Presidium is supporting the GvH.”


  She blinked. “What?”


  “The GvH claims to be a grassroots movement, but most of the GvH leaders we captured came from other Vashin worlds. And somehow, the GvH has a steady supply of military-grade Vashin munitions even though the Vash have the tightest arms control regulations in the galaxy. Add that up, what do you get?”


  “I see. I’ll definitely look into this…. Now, did you see any signs of official Vashin government involvement on the day of the event?”


  “Not directly. But they didn’t do anything to stop it either. Not one VSF member showed up until it was all over.”


  “Do you want to talk about the incident now?”


  He reached down, producing a canteen from a thigh pocket, and uncapped it. He chugged down mouthfuls of clear liquid and slammed the canteen on the table.


  “Yeah... I guess I do. Where should I start?”


  “Let’s start from the beginning.”


   


  Here’s what the Netcasts won’t tell you about being a soldier: ninety-nine percent of the time, you’re waiting for something to happen.


  We’d been lying in ambush for four hours. The Met services predicted five centimeters of snowfall today and the temperatures were pushing the bottom of the historical range. My combat suit was working overtime to keep my core temperature steady, but my extremities were freezing.


  As I flexed my fingers to keep the blood flowing into them, I peeked out the window, scanning the barren stretch of road before me. No signs of life, not yet.


  The Amin-Sayaski Highway connected Alpha to Bravo. We run security patrols down the highways at random times in the night. Lately, a cell of hassaloki were mining the roads, and they kept evading our patrols. Today, we were trying a different approach.


  Echo Company—that’s us—swept down the highway in our Mastiff Armored Personnel Carriers as usual, but at various points we dropped off infantry to ambush the cell. My platoon set up in the Kamin Picotechnology building, overlooking the ramps to the highway.


  “Lieutenant,” the platoon sergeant whispered. “It’s almost dawn, and still no sign of the threat.”


  “Give it thirty more minutes,” I told him. “If they don’t show up, we’re out of here.”


  We hadn’t exactly informed Kamin Picotech of our activities. We had to maintain operational security. They didn’t have any night security, and we didn’t break anything on the way in. If nothing happened by sunrise, we’d pack up and leave, with the locals none the wiser. Kamin works on Vashin hours, and nobody shows up until two hours after dawn.


  My platoon was scattered around the building. Two squads were watching the highway, one on security. I was with Sergeant Koh’s squad, who had the best view of the kill zone. The men were getting antsy, fidgeting under their camouflage blankets. I was starting to think this might be a dry hole. Not our first time, wouldn’t be our last.


  Then I saw the truck.


  It drove up the entrance ramp and halted at the top. Three Vash jumped out the back, carrying shovels. I signaled my radioman over, Lance Corporal Gordon, and got on the horn.


  “Echo Six, Echo Two here. We have a possible. A truck carrying three military-aged males. Males have shovels. Stand by.”


  Hassaloki use snow to conceal mines. Many bomber cells carry shovels with them. But shovels alone aren’t a good enough reason to shoot someone.


  “Echo Six copies,” Captain Garcia replied.


  We waited. The three Vash began digging a hole in the snow. A fourth one got out the passenger side, carrying an AMD-94. The official VSF rifle.


  “Echo Six, Echo Two. Another military-age male left the truck. He’s armed with a rifle.”


  “Roger that, Echo Two. You may engage at your discretion.”


  The three diggers dug all the way down to the road surface. Then they returned to their truck and broke out a large oval-shaped object wrapped in a tarp. They unwrapped it and gingerly set it in the hole. The object was an RMX-68 antitank mine. Again, VSF issue.


  Opening the window, I activated my suit’s loudspeaker and machine translator. “TERRAN ARMY! Drop your weapons and raise your paws!”


  The lookout fired at me.


  We fired back.


  They had a rifle. We had machine guns, grenades, squad precision lasers. Someone hit the mine and it exploded. The truck blew up. The Vash got blown to pieces. Literally.


  And it was over.


   


  “After the firefight, we moved in to secure the site for a field forensics team.” Horvan’s voice trailed off.


  “And?”


  He reached for the canteen. Slammed down more liquid and shook his head.


  “Biggest piece we found was a leg. We found five. Three left legs, two right legs. I mean, missing heads, we see that all the time. But there weren’t enough legs for the bodies and we looked and looked and we couldn’t find any more.”


  Horvan’s left eye twitched. “We found just one head. It was intact. I don’t know why. The blast had sheared it clean off but the head was pristine. He wasn’t much younger than some of my men. Than me.”


  “You sound regretful.”


  “Nah, I don’t regret killing him. None of us did. They were armed, they were trying to blow up some poor bastard, and there was no practical way to capture them. And they shot first too, don't forget that.”


  Anders nodded. “I see. If I recall correctly, the GvH claimed later that Terran forces killed four hatchlings. Is that right?”


  He snorted. “Yeah. Funny how the GvH didn’t mention that those ‘hatchlings’ were armed and getting ready to blow up innocent people. Maybe Vash people too.”


  “I hear you using the term ‘hatchling’ sarcastically. Why?”


  “They were young, but they were old enough to fight. In human terms, they were between the ages of 15 to 80.”


  “Are you certain of that? How could you tell?”


  “They all had neck frills. Small ones, but noticeable. Male Vash develop frills when they enter puberty. In their culture, males with frills are treated as adults and expected to take on adult responsibilities, even if they haven’t reached the age of majority. Which includes being a warrior. But the important thing is that they were armed. That made them legitimate targets.”


  “That makes sense. But then, how did the GvH broadcast spark the riot? You’d expect the locals would at least understand that males undergoing puberty would be doing the adult job of warfighting.”


  Horvan’s left eye twitched. “They called for vengeance. Blood for blood. Ancient Vash tradition, goes back to their pre-spaceflight era. We killed their kids, so they’re required to kill us. This mindset’s pretty common among the Vash frontier worlds.”


  Anders rested her chin on her hands. “Don't you think humans would have done the same?”


  “Yeah, we’re like them that way. Our Civil Affairs section tried to set the record straight, but the damned media gave the GvH all the airtime they wanted.”


  “Tell me what happened next. After forensics identified the bodies.”


  He frowned, leaning back. “It’s on public record.”


  “Not your side of the story. Not all of it.”


  Horvan crossed his arms. “I said everything I needed to say at the court martial. Andrew Nash twisted what I said and sold it to the press. How do I know you're not going to do any different?”


  She leaned in. “Look, I’m here to tell your story. Nash already told it the other way. There's nothing in it for me if I'm just repeating his narrative, right?”


  “Yeah, all right, that makes sense.” He bit his lower lip and shook his head. “What happened at the plaza was a real clusterfuck. I’m not sure I can put everything in the right order.”


  “Just tell me what you remember.”


   


  The field forensics team ran samples on biometrics scanners and cross-referenced with the city’s databases. The remains were traced to three different Vash, all of whom came from the same neighborhood in Bravo Zone. None of them came from the same clan, which meant a local ‘community leader’ probably recruited them. We needed to find him. Gessen Plaza was the neighborhood hub, so that was our first stop.


  We linked up with our Mastiffs and two guys from the Intelligence Corps en route to the plaza. The Intel guys did most of the talking. Our job was to provide security and conduct presence patrols alongside them. The idea behind presence patrols is to say, ‘We’re here to help, we won’t be intimidated by the bad guys, and we’d like to get to know you better’. Sometimes it even works.


  By the time we arrived at the plaza, it was what the locals called true dawn. Both suns were rising. Snowfall was slacking off and Vash were waking up.


  There weren’t many of them out and about yet. The Vash begin their day by listening to a short lecture from their elders for moral guidance. These days they do it over the Lattice, their version of our Net. As we walked the empty streets, the Intel guys monitored the Latcasts.


  Most of it was the usual bullshit. The Terrans have come to steal land that rightfully belongs to the Vash. Drive them from our planet, kill the race-traitors who assist the invaders, support our valiant freedom fighters, you know what I mean.


  Then some Latcasts started trending. A known GvH sympathizer, who is also a community leader, claimed that we had killed four hatchlings. Young ones who were helping the cause. They were shot in the back, then mutilated so they could never be buried whole. It was time to rise up and take revenge. Other GvH members delivered similar messages, calling for vengeance and retribution.


  The mood of the neighborhood…changed. I don't know how to describe it, it kind of feels like electricity building up in the air or something. There weren't very many humans and the ones we saw were looking to get off the streets. The merchants wouldn’t look at us. The folks who were usually friendly towards us seemed to have stayed home.


  An hour into the patrol, the Intel guys picked up more Latcasts. The locals were broadcasting the location of Terran patrols inside Bravo and calling for their heads.


  Which is to say, our heads.


  More Vash came out of their homes to confront us. And they were angry. Called us murderers and imperialists. We heard it all before, but never so much at once. The Latcasts had gone nova but Vash civvies don’t mobilize like that. There must have been local leaders organizing them. Had to be.


  The crowds got thicker and rowdier by the minute. The Intel guys managed to backtrace some of the propcasts. One of the shit-stirrers was in the central marketplace. We decided to go there and talk to him ourselves. We eased our way through the crowd, heading for the market, and that’s when we were attacked.


   


  “You were ambushed,” Anders said.


  “No shit,” Horvan said. “It’s all on the record–”


  Soft booms rolled in from the distance. Horvan froze, his eyes widening.


  “Is something wrong?” Anders asked.


  A klaxon howled. Horvan exploded into motion, grabbing his rifle, bringing it to the ready and moving away from the bench. Soldiers on either side of them scrambled, sprinting in different directions.


  “Get to cover!” Horvan yelled. “You too, lady!”


  “What’s going on?” Anders asked, looking about uncertainly.


  “Incoming! Move it!”


  He grabbed her shoulder, yanking her to her feet. Horvan spun her around and pointed her at a reinforced bunker.


  “Get in there! Go!”


  “What about you?”


  “I need to get on the wall. You–”


  Loud cracks erupted. Petals of smoke unfolded in the sky nearby. Shockwaves rumbled through the camp.


  “Dammit!” He shoved her towards the bunker. Spinning around, he sprinted for the wall at the far end of the courtyard. More soldiers ran for the wall, some in full armor, others in nothing more than thermal suits, all of them armed. Terran mortars erupted behind him, answering the enemy shells with repeated volleys of counter fire. Horvan clambered up the fortifications, resting his rifle against the parapet.


  “So, where is the attack coming from?”


  He glanced to his right. The idiot reporter had climbed up next to him.


  “What the hell are you doing here?” he demanded.


  “My job, Lieutenant,” she said, her voice calm, although her hands were shaking.


  He sighed and shook his head. “Goddammit. Look, it's your funeral, understand?”


  “Understood. I won’t get in your way.”


  “Just stay put and keep your head down.” He turned his eyes to his rifle sight. The city of Confluence was a little over a kilometer away. He scanned the skyline, the streets, the empty plains between the base and the city, but found no targets. Around him, men yelled orders and observations, and moved to obtain better lines of sight. More CRACKs split the air.


  The klaxons fell silent. Activity ceased. They waited. Snow fell. A faint, acrid odor descended. They waited. The mortars stopped firing. Men whispered. They waited.


  “All clear,” a loudspeaker finally announced. “All clear. All personnel, resume duty positions.”


  Men laughed and grumbled, taking their time dismounting. Horvan jumped off the wall. Anders was right behind him.


  “Your first time under fire?” Horvan asked.


  “Yeah.”


  Horvan chuckled. “Hey, you kept your head straight and you didn't cry. That's more than some can say.”


  She shrugged. “Not my first rodeo. I covered the Mexicali riots, the Poulson Station meltdown, the Indigo Revolution…”


  “That’s quite the resumé.”


  “Not as impressive as yours, I’m sure.”


  “Actually, this is my first combat deployment.”


  “Really? They told me you were in for six years. Sergeant for three before you became an officer.”


  “Don’t mean nothing until you see the elephant, you know?”


  “I see.” As they returned to the table, she said, “During my arrival brief, I was told the base is attacked frequently. Is this part of your daily routine?”


  Sitting down, Horvan vigorously shook his head. “That’s Civil Affairs playing it up. Most of the ‘attacks’ are nickle-and-dime shit like this. They’re not going to go through our laser defenses, and anyhow, the GvH doesn’t even want them to try.”


  “How come?”


  “The GvH wants us to retaliate by rolling hard into Confluence and shooting up everything we see. Provocation’s a big part of their strategy. It won’t work. We're not that stupid. Mostly.”


  “You’re referring to Gessen Plaza?”


  “Yeah.”


  “All right then. TransInt and the GvH claimed you killed a lot of unarmed civilians. But you said they were actually combatants.”


  Horvan’s right eye twitched. “That’s right. But not combatants as we understand the term. See, during wartime, the Vash don’t distinguish between combatant and civilian the way we do. Their words are rahaka, meaning warrior, and osham, meaning supporter.”


  “What’s the difference?”


  “Rahaki fight the enemy on the frontline. Oshama manufacture equipment, supply food, do all the backend stuff, up to and including paying taxes to fund the war effort. These roles are considered fluid and interchangeable. It's just a question of whether you directly engage the enemy or not.” He leaned in. “And you know what the real problem is?”


  “No, what?”


  “The GvH say that if you shield a rahaka with your body, you are an osham performing an honorable deed. And locals are buying into this shit.”


  Anders clucked her tongue. “So the unarmed Vash were oshama?”


  “That’s right.”


  “I don’t see the difference between civilians and oshama.”


  “We don’t. It's an alien concept. That’s the point. And that's the problem.”


   


  The crowd was on edge. They weren’t here to shop. They were roaring at us, shrieking at us, insulting our ancestors. We were used to it. But they were doing more than that.


  They were shutting their windows. Adults shooed hatchlings off the streets. Merchants closed up shop. The locals knew something was up, but they wouldn’t tell us anything. I was about to call in a warning when the bombs went off.


  The shockwaves knocked me off my feet. As I got up, a cloud of dust rose in front of me. Smoke filled the plaza. Debris fell from the sky, rattling off the road and APCs. A small piece of something bounced off my helmet.


  It was a Vashin claw. A young one's.


  Then I heard the screaming. Vashin screaming. I don't know if you've ever heard it, but it's high-pitched and inhuman. It's awful.


  I got on the net, told the medics to help the wounded and ordered the squad leaders to secure the perimeter. Then I told the guys in the Mastiffs to give us cover and suppression fire.


  We were sitting ducks out in the open. As soon as the dust cleared, the enemy opened up. Machine guns, rocket launchers, rifles, they poured everything they got into the kill zone. Vash, humans, they didn’t care who they were shooting at.


  I got behind my Mastiff. The APCs were powering up their defensive lasers and shooting rockets out of the sky. But lasers can't stop bullets.


  One of my men got caught in the open. Dan Garrett. He was sprinting towards the next Mastiff over when a lizzy shredded him with a burst of .60 cal.


  We returned fire, of course. You couldn’t see anything through the smoke, so we were mostly shooting at sounds. We spread out, got low, and found whatever cover we could. I tried coordinating fire with my squad leaders, but they didn’t know what the fuck was going on either.


  Sergeant Koh ran right out into the kill zone to Garrett. Bullets were flying all around him, a couple grenades exploded, but it was like he didn’t even notice. He grabbed Garrett and dragged him back behind a Mastiff. And he wasn’t even scratched! I put him in for a medal.


  But Garrett was already dead. Nothing the medic could do.


  Right around then, the Mastiffs finally updated our datanet. The computers triangulated the incoming fire and ID'd it as coming from three buildings at my eleven, twelve and one o’clock. There were still dozens of civilians in the way, screaming and shrieking and scrambling to get out of the crossfire.


  So I told the Mastiffs to use their heat rays on the three buildings.


  Heat rays are what we call Area Denial Systems. They're microwave emitters. The ADS penetrates walls and excites water and fat molecules in biological targets. Completely non-lethal, but anyone caught in the wave will feel like he's been set on fire.


  The firing all but stopped. The civilians were either down or they'd run away. As the smoke cleared, I ran over to a nearby stall. Sergeant Brown, the vehicle commander on my Mastiff, reported contact with shooters at 12 o'clock. I still couldn’t see anything myself, but I trusted his judgment.


  “Light them up,” I told him. I remember I said that. “Light them up.”


  The Mastiff opened up with its machine gun and twin mortars. And when the smoke settled, I saw bodies lying in front of a store.


  Nash said they were civilians in his report. All I know is, when I moved up to look them over, they were all armed. Every single one.


  And, yeah, there were more than a few dead and wounded Vash in between the Mastiff and the fighters Sergeant Brown was engaging. They were civilians, but I don’t remember if they were shot in the front or back. Didn’t have time to check. They could have been hit by either side, or both.


  The heat rays broke the attack and drove them off. The enemy was retreating, so we moved in to finish them. Sergeant Gerhardt picked out a house on the northeast corner of the plaza and secured a position there. It was a four-story building that overlooked the plaza. I went with him to get a better look at the situation and maybe give base a sitrep.


  That was when the Vash hit us again.


  They had carried out their heavy machine gun with them in their initial retreat. When they saw us moving into the house, they set it up and opened up on us. Bullets blew through the walls and floors. One of them whizzed past my head. All of us kissed the floor.


  Gerhardt actually made me laugh while we were pinned down. “I am getting so sick of this shit,” he said. It was funnier the way he said it. I guess you had to be there.


  I told the men I needed a guncam at the window, so Jon Loke got up, stuck his rifle out the window and activated his rifle camera, cross-linking it to me. He swept it around until I saw the muzzle flashes. They had set up in a house across the street, at our ten o’clock, so I ordered thermos.


  One of the gunners loaded up his rifle-mounted grenade launcher and fired a salvo of thermobaric grenades. Thermobarics disperse a cloud of fuel on impact, and ignite the fuel moments later. The thermos went off and the house collapsed. That shut them down and bought us a bit of breathing room. I signaled Gordon over and tried the radio, but reception was bad inside the building. We had to climb up to the roof to get a good signal.


  The sitrep wasn’t pretty. We had three men down, and I knew there were at least five dozen Vash casualties and climbing. So I finally got through to tac-ops and called for casevac and the QRF.


  The Quick Reaction Force was a company on standby for emergencies. They’d usually roll in with the ambulances on casualty evacuation duty.


  The medics cross-linked the casualty reports over the platoon net, which I forwarded to Sheriff.


  “Echo Two, CASREPs received. QRF will be there in eight minutes. Firehawk One and Firehawk Two are in the air; they can be there in two. Do you need them?”


  “Affirmative,” I said. That was a relief. Nobody, and I mean nobody, messes with a Roc gunship and lives.


  “Roger. Patching you through.”


  As my men got organized, I guided the Rocs over. The intel guys joined me too; they needed good reception to monitor Latcasts. One of them, Smith, said, “Sir, we have a problem. Looks like they're organizing a smart mob. They’re mounting on vehicles and getting set to swarm us from all sides.”


  I don’t recall the specifics of what I said next, but I got my squad leaders to set up defensive positions. I told the medics to move the casualties to the basement and had the Rocs orbit our position to get eyes on the enemy.


  Firehawk One checked in a minute later.


  “Echo Two, you've got a problem. Civilian trucks are coming in from all directions at speed. Lizzies are climbing on nearby rooftops with rifles, machine guns, and rockets. A mortar team is setting up in the park to the southwest, and shooters are infiltrating through alleyways from the east. How do you want to proceed?”


  Thoomps dueled with CRACKs, the mortars pitting themselves against our Mastiffs. We were shaping up to lose, lose bad, and I knew it.


  “Firehawk One, you are weapons free. Engage all targets, prioritize the enemy mortars, rooftop snipers, and heavy weapons.”


  “Affirmative. Cover your ears. This is gonna get loud.”


  The Rocs opened up. Autocannons roared. Guided missiles and rockets burst. For maybe six minutes, the gunships' fire tore up the city streets. Gray pillars of snow and soot rose all around the plaza. The incoming mortar fire stopped.


  Neither Firehawk One nor Firehawk Two fired on the trucks.


  Our ROEs said we could only fire on armed targets. The gunships could have destroyed the trucks, and that would have stopped the threat right there. But the trucks weren't shooting. Not yet.


  The trucks stopped a couple of blocks away. Vash poured out. Most were oshama, trying to flood the plaza with their bodies. Rahaki were mixed in between them, firing from the crowd. Other groups of rahaki used the mob to screen their movements, heading to better positions. We were outnumbered twenty to one.


  Once they started shooting, they were fair game. So the Rocs opened up on them. Flechettes for enemy clusters, inert metal explosives for vehicles and heavy weapons, smart shells to pick off gunmen within a crowd. And so did we, from our position inside the building they were assaulting.


  And that’s what the GvH was counting on.


  The Mastiffs moved up to hold the corners of the marketplace with ADS. But in order to keep them from cooking the crew, the heat rays are directional. Outside the hot zone of their spread, they don't do nothing.


  The mobs were clambering on the Mastiffs, trying to open the hatches. Rahaki were mixed among them, carrying satchel charges and grenades. The ADS was barely slowing them down. One of the Mastiff commanders called us for help; we were shooting them right off the vehicle. But we couldn't do it fast enough, so he fired his machinegun into the middle of the crowd.


  All he had was live ammo. No sub-lethals. He had no choice, it was him or them.


  That broke them. Most of them. Some asshole managed to rally the Vash on one side. He brought a mob together and they surged forward past the Mastiffs.


  At my position.


  They were pounding at the doors and windows with axes and picks, trying to break in. Rahaki were right behind them. The Intel guys were firing back with their rifles. Hell, even Gordon was pitching in when he wasn’t working the radio. The Rocs couldn’t engage them; they were too close.


  We heard an explosion in the room below us. A rahaki threw a grenade in there. Gerhardt was dead and I couldn’t contact the rest of his squad.


  “Grenades!” I ordered. “Every lethal you’ve got!”


  “They got civilians down there!” Smith yelled at me.


  “If they break in, they’re gonna tear us apart! They’re not civvies! They’re oshama! Hassaloki!”


  Slinging my rifle, I pulled a frag grenade from my pouch, then another.


  “What the hell are you waiting for?!” I screamed.


  My men started grabbing whatever grenades they could get. Even Smith finally pitched in.


  “To the parapet!” I ordered.


  I crawled to the edge of the roof. Bullets whizzed past my head. The others lined up next to me. I pulled the pin from one grenade, then the other.


  Smith said, “Sir, are you sure–”


  “PINS OUT!”


  The men pulled the pins.


  “COOK 'EM OFF!”


  I released the safety spoons, starting the four-second fuse. In training, they strongly discouraged cooking off grenades, but we didn't want them thrown back at us.


  “Three thousand! Two thousand! One thousand! FRAG OUT!”


  We droppped our grenades into the mob. Then we did it again. And then we opened up with our guns.


   


  Anders brought her hands to her mouth. “My God.”


  “God wasn’t there.” Horvan swished his canteen around. It was almost empty. He shrugged and finished off the liquid in one long gulp, then shook his head. “Not that day. Well, that’s my story. What else do you want to know?”


  Anders brought the video back on, rewinding it. “I don’t see any gunmen in that mob.”


  He growled, low in his throat. “The shooters were behind them. And you can see the axes and picks in the mob. They’ll punch clean through our armor. How the hell do you think they managed to kill eight Terran soldiers with no guns?”


  “That's a good point.”


  “Andrew goddamn Nash never says anything about that. He never mentioned how we lost eight men. How we saved sixty-three Vashies injured in the initial attack. How we treated the wounded hassaloki at our own facilities. The little bitch.”


  “I presume that is why you were cleared by the court martial.”


  He grunted. “I wasn’t.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The court martial acquitted us of first degree murder. But they also said that we were negligent because we had failed to equip ourselves for the mission with sufficient sub-lethal weaponry, forcing us to use lethal force. Never mind that we don't have any more sub-lethal weaponry; we used everything we had except rubber bullets and it wasn't enough.”


  “Oh. I didn't know.”


  “The brass needs sacrificial lambs to appease both the Senate and the Presidium. I'm one of them.” His jaw tightened. “And it’s still not enough. Not for Nash and TransInt. They’re playing right into the GvH’s hands.”


  “By creating a controversy?”


  “Exactly. Now the VSF refuses to help us at all. The brass wants everybody to carry sub-lethal ammo and only break out the real stuff with approval from the company commander. That's going to get more men killed and that will make us escalate anyhow.” He sighed. “I heard people back home are calling for us to be replaced. Is that true?”


  “I’m afraid so,” she said. “The Senate passed the motion. Your replacements will be here next month.”


  “And until they learn the ground, which will take months, the hassaloki will have the home field advantage. They’re chipping away at us, bit by bit. This isn’t a new strategy, you know? Humans have been fucking each other like this for the past, what, five hundred years? But this is the first time the Vashies used human tactics against us in a major conflict. And the media is lapping it all up. What better way to get eyeballs and advertising than a controversy, eh?”


  She smiled and shook her head. “Hey, I’m here to tell your story. Not theirs.”


  “Mm-hmm. You know, you’re the first reporter we’ve seen who came down here to try to figure out what really happened. To ask us what happened.”


  “I think the truth still matters.”


  “Yeah, I'd like to think so too. Who do you work for?”


  “I'm freelance. After I write this report I’m going to shop it through the Terran News Syndicate.”


  He chuckled bitterly. “Freelance, huh? I should have known. Look, Miss Anders, most of what I said is on the public record. The truth is already out there. But the media isn’t reporting it. So I have just one question for you.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Who do you think is going to buy this story from you? Who do you think will run it?”
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  MAKE THE TIGERS FIGHT: SOVIET STRATEGY IN ASIA, 1925 – 1975


  by James D. Perry


  “Sit on the mountain and watch the tigers fight.”—Chinese proverb


   


  A common gambit in multi-player competitions is to improve one’s position without cost or risk by standing aside while two other players fight. This strategy is especially appealing to weaker players who fear that stronger opponents will attack them. Many nations have profited from the quarrels of others. For example, Great Power wars in Europe greatly facilitated the birth and survival of the United States; in the words of diplomatic historian Samuel Flagg Bemis, from 1776 to 1815, “Europe’s distress was America’s advantage.” European exhaustion in two world wars from 1914 to 1945 enabled America to become a global superpower. America was an economic colossus before 1914, but lacked the will and capability for sustained worldwide military and political engagement until World War II destroyed the existing world order. As David Reynolds notes, “America’s transformation from power to superpower was very much the consequence of World War II.”[1]


  Some states do not just passively benefit from the quarrels of others, but actively seek to foment and protract such wars. For example, from 1925 through 1975, the Soviet Union repeatedly sought to promote war between its major enemies and third parties. This strategy did not work as planned in Europe. From 1939 to 1941, Britain, France and Germany fought while the USSR remained neutral, but the unexpected collapse of France in 1940 allowed Germany to turn against Russia. Yet the strategy succeeded spectacularly in Asia. The Soviets helped to create the conditions that caused Japan to attack China, and then supported China to ensure Japanese exhaustion. They also facilitated the Japanese attack on Britain and America in 1941. Stalin fomented the Korean War in 1950, and successfully brought America and China into conflict in order to isolate China and make her dependent on the USSR. The Soviets sponsored North Vietnamese aggression from 1959 to 1975 in order to weaken the United States, pressure the Chinese, and buy time to redress Soviet strategic weapons inferiority.


   


  Moscow and the Sino-Japanese War


   


  In January 1925, Stalin noted that the Bolshevik Revolution probably would not have survived if the capitalist countries had not been locked in mortal combat in 1917—“the struggle, conflicts and wars between our enemies, I repeat, constitute an extremely important ally for us.”[2] After the war, the capitalist countries stabilized their relations. Stalin noted regretfully that war between the capitalist powers was unlikely in the immediate future. Nevertheless, he thought a new world war was ultimately inevitable. Such a war would create a revolutionary crisis in the capitalist camp, and was bound to affect the USSR. He argued that the USSR had to prepare for all contingencies, and strengthen the Red Army. The Soviet Union would attack after the capitalists had exhausted themselves:


  
    If war breaks out we shall not be able to sit with folded arms. We shall have to take action, but we shall be the last to do so. And we shall do so in order to throw the decisive weight in the scales, the weight that can turn the scales. [3]
  


  
    —J.V. Stalin, “Speech Delivered at a Plenum of the Central Committee of the R.C.P.(B.),” 19 January 1925
  


  In his speeches, Stalin also noted that “backward countries” sought to escape European domination. He stressed the need to support “national liberation” movements in order to weaken Britain and France.[4] This had particular importance in Asia. Between 1920 and 1930 Communist parties were founded in China, India, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, Malaya, Mongolia, Persia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam. These parties naturally looked to Moscow for guidance and support. Moreover, the Soviets established their first client states in Asia in this period. In 1921, the Red Army invaded Mongolia and Tuva; the latter was annexed to the USSR in 1944.


  China was the most important target for Soviet subversion in the 1920s and 1930s.[5] At first the Soviets directed the Chinese Communists to infiltrate and thus gain control of the Chinese nationalist party (the Kuomintang, or KMT) and its army. The KMT leader, Chiang Kai Shek, recognized this threat and expelled the Communists. After a futile revolt, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) decided in August 1927 to create an independent political military force—the People’s Liberation Army (PLA)—in the Chinese hinterland. China policy was a central issue in the dispute between Stalin and Trotsky. Stalin prevailed, and thus his policy of support for guerrilla warfare and the establishment of revolutionary bases prevailed. He expected that in due course the CCP would challenge the KMT for control of China. Meanwhile, protracted civil war would hinder the emergence of a unified China on the USSR’s southern frontier.


  In the 1920s, local warlords controlled much of China. Chiang forced them to submit to his rule. His “Northern Expedition” nominally unified China in December 1928 with the capture of Peking—though he had yet to subdue the Communists, and the warlords remained fractious afterward. KMT troops had not entered Manchuria, lest they provoke a reaction from Japan. In 1929, the warlord who controlled Manchuria, Chang Hsueh-liang, unwisely seized control of the Chinese Eastern Railway (CER), the Soviet-owned line that ran across Manchuria. The Soviets invaded Manchuria with 100,000 troops and quickly forced China to accept Soviet control of the CER. At Soviet direction, the PLA stepped up guerrilla activities to tie down KMT troops during the crisis.


  When the Soviets intervened in Manchuria, they were careful not to encroach on Japanese interests. Nevertheless, the Northern Expedition combined with the brief but convincing display of Soviet military prowess during the CER crisis seriously alarmed Japan. If Japan remained passive, either the KMT or the USSR would displace Chang Hsueh-liang’s weak forces and occupy Manchuria. To prevent this, Japan occupied Manchuria in September 1931. Along with the brief occupation of Shanghai in early 1932, this also drew KMT troops away from their efforts to crush CCP enclaves in southeastern China.


  The Japanese occupation of Manchuria posed a dire threat to the Soviet Far East. Japan now had a 2,000-mile border with the USSR. All Soviet supplies and reinforcements had to move along the Trans-Siberian Railroad only a few miles from the border. Another Soviet concern was that European powers would combine with Japan to launch a two-front war on the USSR. In 1931 and 1932, the Soviets feared a Polish-Japanese attack on the USSR. When Hitler came to power in 1933, the Soviets dreaded a German-Japanese attack long before Germany was militarily capable of aggression. In the Far East itself, the Soviet response to the Japanese threat was to fortify their border and increase its forces there from about 100,000 men in 1931 to 570,000 in 1939.


  Strategically, the Soviets tried to divide their enemies. The Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939 and the Soviet-Japanese Neutrality Pact of 1941 were the clearest expressions of this approach. Each pact drove a wedge between Germany and Japan and hindered the formation of an effective anti-Soviet coalition. The Soviets also sought allies via the 1932 Polish-Soviet Pact, the 1935 Franco-Soviet Pact, and the 1937 Sino-Soviet Pact. Finally, the Soviets diverted aggression away from their own borders, and encouraged other countries to fight Germany and Japan for as long as possible. The Nazi-Soviet Pact diverted German aggression onto Britain and France. The Soviets supplied Germany with raw materials to keep that conflict going for as long as possible. The Japanese-Soviet Pact diverted Japanese aggression onto Britain and America. While the Pact was in force, the USSR scrupulously refrained from taking any action to pin down Japanese forces in Manchuria and thus ease Anglo-American difficulties.[6]


  In Asia, the Soviets particularly feared a truce between Chiang and the Japanese, or worse yet, an anti-Soviet alliance. Any truce or accord would have freed Japan to turn against the USSR, and allowed Chiang to focus on eliminating the CCP. Fortunately for the Soviets, the negotiations between Chiang and the Japanese never bore fruit—the Japanese occupation of Chinese territory was a major sticking point. Throughout the 1930s, the Soviets attempted to draw Chiang into a formal alliance—at last succeeding in 1937—and to protract the Sino-Japanese conflict by aiding Chiang. The Soviets also demanded that the CCP cooperate with Chiang against the Japanese (the so-called United Front policy). The main obstacle to this policy in the early 1930s was Chiang’s determination to crush the Communists.


  In 1932, the KMT resumed its efforts to destroy the CCP, and liquidated two Communist enclaves (“soviets”) by the end of the year. The KMT prepared for another assault, but then the Japanese attacked in north China. The threat to Peking forced Chiang to redeploy his troops north once again. Nonetheless, the Communists were unable to stop the relentless KMT advance. The CCP decided to abandon its stronghold in Kiangsi province and retreated to Shansi province in the north. The CCP hoped to make contact with the USSR through Sinkiang, where in 1933 the Soviets had established a puppet government backed with Red Army troops. The CCP’s 6,000-mile trek—the famous “Long March”—took place from October 1934 to October 1935. It cost the PLA ninety percent of its initial force.


  Meanwhile, in early 1935, Germany announced the introduction of military conscription and the creation of the Luftwaffe, both of which were forbidden under the Treaty of Versailles. The Soviets believed this was directed against them. In the summer of 1935, Moscow ordered the Communist International (the Comintern) to require world Communist parties to unite with non-Communist parties to fight “fascism”. The CCP announced their willingness to cease fighting Chiang and to subordinate their military to the KMT, but this did not come to pass immediately. Chiang continued to attack the decimated Communists until the “Sian Incident” intervened.


  In December 1936, Chiang flew to the city of Sian to meet Chang Hsueh-liang, the local KMT commander. Chang had yielded to Communist entreaties not to attack them. Chiang attempted to relieve Chang, but instead Chang took Chiang prisoner. The elated CCP called for Chiang’s execution, which would split the KMT and perhaps give the CCP control of the United Front in China. Stalin was aghast. Chiang’s execution would weaken Chinese resistance to Japan and possibly cause the subsequent KMT leadership to come to terms with Japan. Stalin thus ordered the CCP to settle the dispute peacefully. After Chiang’s release, he relaxed the military pressure on the CCP. He agreed to unite with the Communists in a “nationwide war of resistance” against Japan.


  The Sian Incident was Stalin’s master stroke—it ensured that Japan would launch an all-out war against China, as he desired. The KMT not only ceased attacking the CCP, but turned away from negotiations with Japan and aligned with the USSR. Japan could no longer hope to play the Nationalists and Communists against each other, and therefore attacked in force in July 1937. Japanese troops immediately took Peking, and by the end of the year captured Shanghai and Nanking despite a stout Chinese defense.


  Stalin wanted to protract the conflict to weaken Japan and prevent her from turning against him. The USSR thus concluded a Non-Aggression Pact with China in August 1937. Even before the ink was dry, the USSR violated its pledge to refrain from aggression against China with an invasion of Sinkiang to support the pro-Soviet warlord there. The treaty also prohibited making agreements with third parties to the disadvantage of either signatory. For Stalin, this provision was designed to prevent China from reaching a settlement with Japan (a settlement he flagrantly violated himself when he signed a non-aggression pact with Japan in April 1941). Stalin also aided the Chinese to ensure they kept Japan bogged down. During the next four years, the USSR supplied China with 900 aircraft, 2,000 “volunteer” pilots, 1,140 artillery pieces, 82 tanks, tens of thousands of rifles and machine guns, ammunition, and a $250 million loan.


  In early 1938, the Japanese established a Chinese client government in Nanking. Japanese forces pursued KMT troops up the Yangtze towards the industrial city of Wuhan, and captured it in October. However, Japan’s advance was briefly restrained by a border clash with the USSR at Lake Khasan, near Vladivostok, in July. The Soviets interpreted this as a test of their border defenses. When Germany dismantled Czechoslovakia with Anglo-French complicity a mere two months later, the dreaded two-front war against the USSR seemed closer than ever. The Soviets accordingly pressured the KMT and CCP to fight Japan more aggressively. Above all, Stalin wished them to resist Japanese demands to capitulate.


  With the capture of Canton, Japan controlled Manchuria, northern China and the coastal ports. Thereafter, China could only receive external assistance overland through Sinkiang, Burma, and Indochina. Britain controlled Burma and France controlled Indochina. Japan pressured the British to close the Burma route for three months in late 1940, occupied Indochina in 1940, and conquered Burma in 1942. In late 1938, the KMT government retreated to Chungking, but refused to surrender. Japan believed that the growth of German power would render outside powers unable to assist China effectively. Thus, Japan settled down to await developments. Apart from the 1944 operation that eliminated American bomber bases in southern China, Japan conducted no further major offensives in China.


  Despite the stalemate, over half the Japanese Army was tied down in China. This represented success from Stalin’s perspective. Moreover, the Soviets later dealt Japan a crushing blow when it attempted to encroach on the territory of the USSR’s client state, Mongolia. At the Battle of Khalkhin Gol in August 1939, the Soviets surrounded and destroyed a Japanese division, inflicting some 17,000 casualties. The power and effectiveness of the Soviet tanks and aircraft shocked the Japanese, who thereafter treated the prospect of war with the USSR with great caution.


  The Japanese were further dismayed in August 1939 when the Nazis and Soviets signed a Non-Aggression Pact. Stalin intended the pact to encourage the Germans to attack Britain and France. He expected a prolonged war in the West, after which he would attack the exhausted belligerents. But this was not to be, as France rapidly collapsed. The Pact also served to split Germany and Japan, and reduce the possibility of a two-front attack on the USSR. The Japanese noted bitterly that their only ally, Germany, had betrayed them and left them at the mercy of their most hated enemy, the USSR. Nazi perfidy caused many Japanese to question Germany’s value as an alliance partner. In the end, however, partnership with Germany seemed better than abject submission to America.


  In China, the Nazi-Soviet Pact put the United Front on hold for nine months, during which the CCP attempted to expand at KMT expense. After the stunning surrender of France in June 1940, the renewed threat of a two-front war once again made prevention of Sino-Japanese reconciliation a top Soviet priority. Consequently, under pressure from Stalin, the CCP announced a reversal of their expansion policy and a return to the United Front in July 1940.


  That same month, Hitler decided to attack the USSR in the summer of 1941. He concluded the Tripartite Pact with Japan and Italy in September 1940. The pact stated that Germany, Italy, and Japan would “assist one another with all political, economic and military means if one of the Contracting Powers is attacked by a Power at present not involved in the European War or in the Japanese-Chinese conflict.”[7] This could refer to the United States or the USSR, although the pact also stated that it “affects in no way the political status existing at present between each of the three Contracting Powers and Soviet Russia.” Principally, Hitler hoped the pact would intimidate the United States during the German assault on the USSR, but this failed. Instead, America made greater efforts to support the beleaguered British.


  The Soviets naturally suspected the Tripartite Pact was directed against them despite Axis assurances to the contrary. In late 1940, the Germans tried to broker a settlement between the KMT and Japan in order to free Japanese forces for action elsewhere. The Soviets, on the other hand, wished to keep Japan occupied to prevent them from attacking the USSR, and thus offered additional trade credits to the KMT. They also directed the CCP to attack the Japanese in order to derail the KMT-Japanese negotiations. The PLA’s guerrilla attacks in late 1940 harassed the Japanese, and provoked a ferocious Japanese response known as the “Three Alls” campaign (“Kill All, Burn All, Destroy All”). Ultimately, Chiang rejected Japan’s peace terms, and the Japanese Army remained trapped in China.


  After Germany launched Operation Barbarossa and attacked the USSR in June 1941, she urged Japan to strike the Soviets in the Far East. The Japanese were unprepared for war with Russia, but sent large-scale reinforcements to Manchuria. Japan decided to attack the Soviets if the Germans took Moscow, or if Japanese forces in Manchuria had 3-to-1 numerical superiority over local Soviet forces. The Soviets, desperate to pin down Japan, again called on the CCP to attack Japanese forces in China. This time the CCP refused to sacrifice their weakened troops.


  In a rare display of strategic altruism, America deliberately sought war with Japan in late 1941 in order to prevent Japan from attacking Russia. The United States was aware, through intercepted communications, that Germany wanted Japan to attack the USSR and that Japan was preparing to do so. As the Germans advanced on Moscow, the United States ratcheted up tensions in the Pacific to divert Japanese attention south. Just after Operation Barbarossa began, the United States placed an oil embargo on Japan, and began reinforcing the Philippines in order to create a threat that Japan could not ignore. The pretext for this was Japan’s occupation of southern Indochina, but the actual reason was to prevent an attack on Russia. Washington knew that the embargo, if not lifted, would force Japan to attack the Netherlands East Indies within six months, and in doing so, would probably attack the Philippines as well in order to eliminate American forces and bases there. Japanese planners indeed thought they could not bypass the Philippines – but they also decided to attack Pearl Harbor to prevent the Pacific Fleet from counterattacking while Japan moved south.


  In September, the Germans destroyed a vast Soviet force near Kiev, and resumed their drive on Moscow. The Wehrmacht encircled another enormous Soviet force in the Battle of Bryansk-Vyazma, about two hundred miles west of Moscow, at the beginning of October. The road to Moscow was open. A change of government in Tokyo seemed to presage an attack on Siberia. The new Prime Minister, Hideki Tojo, was violently anti-Soviet. In response, the United States sent B-17 bombers to the Philippines. Washington publicly proclaimed the ability of these aircraft to bomb Japan in an effort to draw Japan’s attention to the Philippines and away from Siberia.


  The German advance stalled in the mud, but began again after the ground froze. By the end of November, the Germans were less than 50 miles from Moscow. The American Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, had been negotiating with the Japanese for a return to the July status quo. In this “modus vivendi” Japan would withdraw from southern Indochina in exchange for lifting the oil embargo. At this critical moment, Hull took this deal off the table and instead presented Japan with an ultimatum. He demanded, among other things, that Japan withdraw from China. The manifestly unacceptable terms of the new proposal ensured that Japan would attack the United States, Britain, and the Netherlands, just as Washington expected. Another six-month delay would have greatly improved American and British defenses in Southeast Asia, but the fall of Moscow seemed imminent. Thus, Washington needed to force Japan to move south immediately. Rather than watching the Russian and Japanese tigers fight, America picked a fight with Japan to keep the Japanese tiger off Russia’s back.


  The fear that Japan would attack the USSR resurfaced in 1942. In the spring, Germany once again urged Japan to attack Siberia, and also to move into the Indian Ocean to interdict Allied communications with Egypt and Iran. These moves would assist the German summer offensive into Egypt and through the Caucasus mountains. The Americans brought Tokyo’s attention into the Central Pacific with a series of carrier raids culminating in an attack on Japan itself (the Doolittle Raid). This cemented Japan’s determination to capture Midway Island and destroy the American fleet. Instead, the U.S. Navy sank four Japanese carriers, eliminating the Japanese threat to Siberia and the Indian Ocean.


  The Pacific War proceeded ideally from Stalin’s perspective. The Americans crushed Japan, and the USSR entered the war in its final week to grab major territorial prizes at a trivial cost. In contrast, the war in Europe unfolded in a manner exactly contrary to Stalin’s schemes. While the German and Soviet tigers fought to exhaustion. Britain and America largely watched from the sidelines from until the Normandy invasion in mid-1944, engaging only in smaller-scale fighting in North Africa, Italy and the Mediterranean. Eisenhower entered Europe to grab the major prizes (France, the Low Countries, and western Germany) only after the Red Army crippled the Wehrmacht. On the plus side, the defeat and occupation of Germany and Japan eliminated the two-front war threat that obsessed the Soviets from 1931 to 1941.


  In September 1945, the Soviets had a very favorable position in Asia. They occupied the formerly Japanese-controlled territories of Manchuria, northern Korea, Sakhalin Island, and the Kurile Islands. And they had a vast territorial buffer zone in Sinkiang, Mongolia, and Manchuria. These gains had been sanctioned at the Yalta Conference and in the Sino-Soviet Treaty of August 1945. However, they did not gain an occupation zone in a divided Japan, as Stalin had desired, because Truman acted decisively in the closing days of the war to prevent them.


   


  Stalin and the Korean War


   


  Stalin felt misgivings when the Chinese civil war resumed in 1946. He supported the CCP in flagrant contravention of the 1945 Sino-Soviet Treaty.[8] But, he did not desire a complete Communist victory, which would call into question Soviet gains in China. Instead, he sought a divided, weaker China, and therefore urged the CCP to accept a mediated settlement and to restrain its offensives. The CCP rejected these ideas and soon gained control of the Chinese mainland. The United States, meanwhile, facilitated the CCP victory by withholding vital support from the KMT. Truman calculated that a unified Communist China was preferable to a China divided as Germany and Korea had been.


  As Stalin feared, the victorious CCP immediately began to challenge the provisions of the 1945 Sino-Soviet treaty.[9] Worse yet from his perspective, the CCP also sought diplomatic recognition from the United States. Mao was pro-Soviet but did not want complete isolation from the United States. The key issue was Taiwan. The PLA had only very weak naval and air power, and required Soviet assistance to take the island. Stalin attempted to trade this assistance for CCP acquiescence to the Soviet position in northern China. Mao responded with a threat to recognize “a certain capitalist country”, which Stalin took to mean the United States. Stalin then decided to precipitate war in Korea, with the USSR remaining aloof, in order to ensure that China remained dependent on him and at odds with America.


  While Mao and Stalin met in Moscow in December 1949, the Americans did their best to forestall a Sino-Soviet alliance. Truman and Acheson proposed to withdraw U.S. military support from the Nationalists and accept a Communist seizure of Taiwan. Moreover, they contemplated a neutral Japan, with strong economic ties to China. This would have created a powerful Sino-Japanese bloc independent of both Washington and Moscow. The well-known Acheson speech of January 1950, which excluded South Korea and Taiwan from America’s Pacific “defensive perimeter,” was part of the effort to prompt Mao to reject an alliance with Moscow. These desperate, indirect American efforts to communicate a “better deal” to Mao failed completely. The Chinese and Soviets signed a thirty-year Treaty of Friendship, Alliance, and Mutual Assistance on February 14, 1950. Undoubtedly, however, the frantic American signals cemented Stalin’s determination to foment war between the United States and China.


  In the alliance negotiations, Stalin wished to avoid any commitment to come to China’s aid in the event of war with the United States. Mao wanted to make Soviet involvement automatic. Stalin prevailed. Under the treaty, only a formal American declaration of war on China required the USSR to render direct military assistance to China. Stalin believed such a declaration was most unlikely, and in fact it did not occur.


  The first step in maneuvering the United States and China into conflict was to withdraw the Soviet representative from the United Nations. The Soviets withdrew in January 1950 on the pretext that they would not participate in Security Council meetings so long as the Nationalists controlled China’s seat. The Soviet absence meant that when war broke out in June, the Americans could freely mobilize the UN for intervention in Korea without fear of a Soviet veto. The Soviets did not return until August, when UN intervention was a fait accompli. In order to increase tension between Mao and the West, Stalin also urged Mao to seize Hong Kong, which he did not do, and to recognize Ho Chi Minh as the ruler of North Vietnam, which he did.


  The next step was to induce China to return the Korean forces that fought in the Chinese Civil War. Stalin orchestrated this North Korean request while Mao was in Moscow, and thus could not refuse. The 50,000 to 70,000 veteran North Korean troops transferred from China between February and May spearheaded the invasion of the South in June.


  Many observers believe Mao gave Stalin a “green light” for North Korea to attack. In fact, Mao wished to delay such an attack until the PLA had conquered Taiwan. Stalin agreed to provide the means to invade Taiwan, but his goal in doing so was to prevent Mao from attempting a rapid conquest of the island. A successful invasion might allow Mao to reconcile his differences with America and avoid intervention in Korea. Happily for Stalin, both China and North Korea needed Soviet aid before they could attack, and thus he controlled who went first. In the spring of 1950, the Soviets accelerated aid to North Korea, and dragged their feet on aid to China. Notably, Soviet aid went by sea to North Korea, instead of by land across China, in order to deny China exact knowledge of North Korean readiness for war.


  Mao knew he could not wait for Stalin to supply the equipment he needed; he had to invade Taiwan before war began in Korea. The conquest of Hainan in April led Mao to believe invasion of Taiwan was feasible using a flotilla of wooden junks. He concentrated 156,000 troops across the strait from Taiwan in preparation for an assault in late June. He assumed that the Americans would not intervene, not knowing that they had changed their strategy and were no longer willing to abandon the island.


  In the spring of 1950, the Truman administration decided to confront world communism more energetically. From 1945 to 1950, American military power had atrophied. The strategy document NSC-68, approved in April 1950, envisaged a program of rearmament and the strengthening of positions on the Eurasian periphery – i.e., containment. The document magnified the growing Soviet threat – which was by no means non-existent – in order to justify this rearmament. To magnify the threat further, Washington abandoned its futile efforts to divide Moscow and Peking, and instead treated the two as a unified, aggressive Sino-Soviet bloc. To generate the necessary political support for rearmament, Truman accepted—indeed, facilitated—war with North Korea and China, while avoiding war with the USSR. In this respect, American and Soviet strategy moved in parallel. Stalin wanted the American and Chinese tigers to fight, and Truman wanted to fight the Chinese tiger but not the Soviet one.


  Paradoxically, the new strategy required leaving South Korea vulnerable to attack. Washington wished the Communists to strike first, so that the United States could mobilize itself and the “free world” to contain Communist aggression. If North Korea did not attack, then funding the rearmament proposed in NSC-68 would be much more difficult. The United States definitely understood that North Korea planned to attack, thanks to intelligence gathered on Soviet supply shipments and Communist troop movements, but took no action to strengthen the South. Instead, Washington refused to provide even unambiguously defensive weapons to the South such as anti-tank guns or mines. Washington publicly conveyed disinterest in South Korea’s fate, and ignored pleas for additional military assistance to counter the growing threat from the North. South Korea was, in short, a tethered goat.


  America wanted the North Koreans to attack, but did not want them to conquer the South and create a fait accompli. Therefore, in May and June, the United States prepared its strategic reserves for deployment to Korea in accordance with war plan SL-17, which was written long before the war broke out. SL-17 assumed a retreat to Pusan. This port at the southern end of the peninsula was the only place where reinforcements could arrive. After a buildup there, U.S. forces would break out in conjunction with an amphibious assault at Inchon. From June to September 1950, the war unfolded just as this pre-war plan prescribed.


  The immediate American reaction to the North Korean attack was cautious. Quite unexpectedly, the North Korean People’s Army (NKPA) seized Seoul and then stopped for a week. Halting the NKPA on the Han River would not lead to the lengthy conflict or generate the sense of emergency that the administration desired in order to implement NSC-68. Therefore, Truman did not immediately commit American ground troops. Instead, he focused on building a coalition in the UN, supplying the South Korean Army, and preventing a Chinese assault on Taiwan. Tragically, the South Korean Army, expecting American ground troops to arrive within days, stood fast on the Han and consequently suffered larger losses than if they had made a fighting retreat to Pusan. Only when the NKPA crossed the Han and began driving on Pusan—and after the UN authorized intervention—did Truman commit American ground troops.


  Unbeknownst to Washington at the time, Stalin also did not want North Korea to conquer the South. North Korean victory would, of course, improve the Soviet position in Asia, but would frustrate his plan to embroil China and the United States in conflict. Sino-American conflict was the optimum outcome, and this required North Korea’s attack to fail. The Soviets could all but guarantee failure because they devised the war plan, had advisors embedded in the NKPA, and controlled North Korea’s supply of weapons, ammunition, and equipment.


  To end the war quickly, before America intervened, the NKPA should have driven directly down the east coast and seized the ports of Pohang and Pusan. This was well within NKPA capabilities. Yet the original Soviet-authored plan did not call for this. Failing this, after the capture of Seoul the NKPA should have concentrated their forces for a single powerful thrust straight across the country from Seoul to Taejon to Taegu to Pusan. But the North Koreans did not do this either. At Soviet direction, the NKPA dispersed its forces and advanced on multiple axes, each of which was weaker and slower than a single thrust would have been. Much of the effort was directed in a southwesterly direction—towards Kunsan and Kwangju—that is, away from Pusan rather than toward it. These dispersions of effort gave the United States time to reinforce Pusan, exactly as Stalin desired. The Soviets further limited the rate of North Korean advance by refusing to provide bridging equipment or anti-aircraft guns, forcing the NKPA to improvise its river crossings and leaving it vulnerable to interdiction. Finally, the Soviets made no threatening moves against Europe or Iran that might have inhibited American intervention in Korea.


  The outbreak of war and the American pledge to protect Taiwan stunned Mao. Mao desperately sought to avoid fighting America, which would destroy his chances of taking a middle position between Washington and Moscow. He vainly tried to involve Moscow in the conflict. Yet Stalin stood aside, and urged China to enter the war even before the North Korean offensive had run its course. Mao timed his entry into the war carefully. Total North Korean victory would create a unified, pro-Soviet Korea. Total North Korean defeat would create a unified, pro-American Korea. Neither outcome was acceptable. If war with America was unavoidable, the best outcome for Mao was a pro-Chinese North Korean buffer state. To this end, he had to reduce Soviet influence. This required defeat for the NKPA, the cornerstone of that influence.


  The Chinese deployed 250,000 troops to the Korean border immediately after the war began, but bided their time. Despite Stalin’s entreaties, China declined four opportunities to enter the war at potentially decisive moments: in time to attack the Pusan perimeter before major U.S. reinforcements arrived; in time to defend the North Korean rear before the amphibious assault at Inchon; in time to contest the U.S. attack on Seoul after Inchon; or, in time to hold a short defensive line across North Korea. The first action would have ensured NKPA victory, while the other three would have allowed the NKPA to avoid defeat. All four would have preserved Soviet domination of North Korea.


  In August, Mao attempted to arrange a settlement with Washington on the basis of a return to the status quo antebellum in Korea, withdrawal of American protection for Taiwan, and Chinese entry into the UN. This was a last-ditch effort to implement his pre-war strategy and avoid war with the United States. Mao asked for too much, and in any event, Truman was uninterested in diplomatic initiatives that might impede the counterstroke at Inchon.


  The American announcement that they intended to unify Korea greatly alarmed the Chinese. Peking repeatedly warned Washington that a march north would precipitate Chinese intervention. Truman sought to deter Chinese intervention before Inchon, because this might thwart the landing. After Inchon, he actually sought to compel Chinese intervention (though he still wished to avoid Soviet intervention). Again, Soviet strategy paralleled U.S. strategy. Stalin, too, wished to push China into conflict with America while avoiding Soviet involvement.


  The Chinese recognized that Inchon was the proper place for an amphibious assault, and that September 15 was the right time, due to the high tide. Still, they declined to intervene even though doing so might have deterred MacArthur from landing or saved the NKPA from destruction. Stalin, not desiring either outcome, did not press China to intervene at this time, nor provide additional tanks or aircraft so that the NKPA could take Pusan. Indeed, Stalin ordered the unreinforced NKPA to make a suicidal attack on the Pusan perimeter against superior Allied forces with overwhelming firepower in fortified positions. His objective was to ensure that Inchon would succeed, and thus China would have to intervene.


  After Inchon, Truman sought to provoke Chinese intervention in order to demonstrate that the West faced a unified Communist bloc engaged in armed aggression. For this reason, he ignored repeated warnings that China would attack if UN troops advanced into North Korea. He also made a number of initiatives designed to isolate China diplomatically and strengthen the U.S.-led alliance. Truman’s decision to conclude a peace treaty with Japan, his exclusion of Peking from the UN, and the announcement that the Allies intended to create a unified Korea under UN auspices unmistakably signaled that he was no longer interested in rapprochement with Mao.


  In order to provoke Chinese intervention after Inchon, Stalin began pressuring Kim Il Sung to request Chinese troops, and resumed pressuring Mao to send them. Kim, whose army was disintegrating, begged for help from both Mao and Stalin. Stalin chose this critical moment to take a week’s “vacation” – which allowed him to avoid replying to Kim while dealing with Mao. Mao strove to bring Stalin into the war with him, demanding that the USSR provide combat air support for any Chinese troops in Korea. As the two Communist dictators negotiated, UN troops advanced, and the specter of a unified, pro-American Korea drew closer. Mao hinted that China would not intervene if Stalin did not provide combat air support. Stalin refused, calculating that a pro-American Korea was much more unacceptable to Mao than to him. In consolation, Stalin promised to provide Soviet air support in Korea several months after Chinese forces began fighting. He never fulfilled this promise, and probably never intended to do so. Eventually he permitted Soviet pilots based in Manchuria to defend North Korean airspace just south of the Yalu River, but nowhere near the front lines. The PLA was thus exposed to the full force of Allied airpower.


  Mao caved in and said he would send “volunteers” to fight in Korea. For the time being, Chinese troops defended the area near the Manchurian border and avoided major clashes with the Americans. This permitted UN troops to inflict further punishment on the NKPA, as Mao desired, and kept the door open to a settlement without Sino-American conflict. Stalin was overjoyed to hear that at last, he could watch the Chinese and American tigers fight.


  UN forces certainly could have stopped and gone over to the defensive at the narrow waist of North Korea (Anju to Hungnam or Songnim to Wonsan). This would put two-thirds of Korea under UN control and leave the northern third as a weak Communist buffer state. To advance successfully against numerically superior Chinese troops in prepared positions in the North Korean mountains in wintertime would, at minimum, require major reinforcements and strikes on mainland China, especially Manchuria. Truman knew that major Chinese forces were in North Korea, with even more massive forces just across the river in Manchuria. Nevertheless, he elected to advance without reinforcing his troops and while prohibiting strikes on mainland China. Most histories of the war describe this as an intelligence failure, assuming the Americans did not believe China would attack even though China repeatedly conveyed this intention in no uncertain terms. A better explanation is that Truman wanted China to attack.


  As Truman intended, the Chinese attack and the resulting two-year stalemate enabled the United States to rearm to the level necessary to achieve military superiority over the USSR, to organize a global anti-Communist alliance, and to build strong forward positions in Eurasia. Stalin achieved what he desired. China and the United States fought while he stood aside. He fed the Chinese fuel, supplies, and equipment to ensure that the conflict continued for as long as possible. China, Mongolia, and North Korea remained isolated and dependent on the USSR, providing the Soviets with an optimum security position in the Far East. Mao got a conflict that he did not want, and paid a terrible price in casualties to achieve the consolation prize of increased Chinese influence in North Korea. China remained estranged from the United States for twenty years.


  The favorable Soviet situation in Asia did not long outlast Stalin’s death in 1953. At that time, the USSR controlled the pace of China’s economic modernization and gained great political leverage over its rival by supplying technology and raw materials. In the mid-1950s, Mao decided to break free from Soviet domination. His “Great Leap Forward” sought to industrialize China and thus acquire the resources needed to achieve political independence. A pro-Soviet group within the Chinese leadership opposed this policy and for over ten years struggled bitterly with Mao for control of the CCP.[10]


   


  Vietnam in Soviet Strategy


   


  Stalin’s successor, Nikita Khrushchev, hoped to keep China under his thumb. To pressure the Chinese, he isolated them politically within the world Communist movement and cut Soviet assistance. The Great Leap Forward created considerable turmoil, including the deadliest famine in history. Withdrawal of Soviet aid brought the economy to the brink of collapse. Khrushchev exerted further pressure through reactivation of the conflict in Indochina. He hoped that this would provoke America to send troops to Indochina and thus create a threat to China analogous to the UN advance into North Korea in late 1950. Ideally, China and America would again go to war. If they did not, Khrushchev believed that the American threat would still strengthen the pro-Soviet group in the Chinese leadership.


  Strategic weapons development provided an additional incentive to embroil the United States in Indochina. In 1957, the Soviets tested their first-generation ICBM, the SS-5. This missile used the same launcher that put Sputnik, the first satellite, into orbit. The United States did not yet have an ICBM, but relied on bombers for nuclear delivery. Missile power thus gave Khrushchev a political advantage. The problem was that the SS-5 was unsuitable for operational use. As it could not be stored in a silo ready for instant launch, it was vulnerable to an American first strike. In late 1958, Khrushchev decided not to deploy the SS-5 in large numbers, but to wait for the second-generation missile that would be ready in 1962. Until then, he would bluff the Americans with boasts of massive SS-5 production. He hoped that U.S. intervention in Indochina would absorb military resources that otherwise could be used to equal and then exceed the Soviets in missile power.


  From 1946 to 1954, the French fought to retain their colony in Indochina, where the Communists under Ho Chi Minh sought independence. After Communist forces surrounded and destroyed a French garrison at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, France abandoned the struggle. The Geneva Accords divided the colony into four nations: North Vietnam, South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. China preferred a divided Indochina and a divided Korea because small, weak states on her border were more easily dominated than large, united ones. North and South Vietnam had only a short common border, but North Vietnamese troops could easily infiltrate South Vietnam via Laos and Cambodia.


  In mid-1959, with Moscow’s approval, the North Vietnamese improved the supply route through Laos and Cambodia later known as the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Hanoi then increased support to her guerrilla minions. In Laos, the Pathet Lao strengthened their control over the border provinces through which the Ho Chi Minh Trail passed. In South Vietnam, the Viet Cong initiated a terrorist campaign. The American response was restrained. President Eisenhower unsuccessfully tried to neutralize Laos under UN supervision.


  In December 1960, Soviet aircraft began an eighteen-month airlift from Hanoi into Laos. These aircraft sent a large number of trucks, tanks, and artillery pieces to Laos to support Pathet Lao operations. This highly public escalation and the apparent imminence of Communist victory increased the pressure for a response from the United States. The Soviets believed, at this time, that the Americans would soon invade Cuba to eliminate Fidel Castro’s regime. Moscow viewed escalation in Laos as a way to divert American attention from the Caribbean. The Soviets were astonished when President Kennedy permitted the defeat of the Cuban exile force at the Bay of Pigs in April 1961. Khrushchev suspected Kennedy would return to finish the job with American troops, and thus kept threatening Berlin until October 1961.


  Kennedy considered sending American troops into Laos in early 1961. He was deterred by the weakness of his conventional forces, the logistical and operational difficulties of fighting in mountainous, landlocked Laos, and the prospect of confrontation with China. Instead he opted to strengthen the military capabilities of Thailand and South Vietnam. Meanwhile, he pushed for the neutralization of Laos, obtaining formal agreement to this effect in July 1962 from the USSR and North Vietnam, among others. The Soviets reduced their overt presence in Indochina by turning their cargo aircraft over to the North Vietnamese.


  The American “successes” in neutralizing Laos and stabilizing South Vietnam in 1961– 1962 were only temporary and superficial. Few appreciated that the Soviets had achieved their objective; they had seemingly disengaged from the region while inducing America to make a commitment to South Vietnam. This set the stage for future Sino-American confrontation. Stability in Laos and South Vietnam depended on the USSR and China not increasing their support for North Vietnam, and Hanoi had to respect the neutrality of Laos. This restraint could and did change. The Soviets reduced their shipments to Hanoi in 1961 and 1962, but this was in keeping with their overall strategy. They knew that if Hanoi did too well, then America would write off South Vietnam as a lost cause. Khrushchev needed the Americans to believe their advisory effort was working so that their commitment to South Vietnam would increase. A temporary lull in the fighting achieved this objective.


  By mid-1963, the Americans thought they were winning in Vietnam. The Soviets then stepped up weapons deliveries at levels designed to cause alarm without making the situation seem hopeless. As the Soviets expected, increased Viet Cong aggression caused the Kennedy administration to escalate rather than have its previous optimistic pronouncements invalidated. Kennedy became convinced that South Vietnam’s President, Ngo Dinh Diem, was an obstacle to victory. He thus sanctioned the military coup that overthrew and killed Diem in November 1963. Three weeks later, Kennedy himself was assassinated.


  The Chinese were anxious to avoid American intervention in Vietnam. They calculated that a Viet Cong surge in the aftermath of the coup would persuade America to wash its hands of South Vietnam. Chinese weapons, especially recoilless rifles and AK-47s, enabled the Viet Cong to launch a “general offensive” in December 1963 that included strong attacks on provincial capitals. The Soviets, fearing exactly what China wished to achieve—American withdrawal—publicly urged restraint on Hanoi and cut back their military aid.


  Kennedy still hoped to preserve the option to withdraw from Vietnam when he was killed. President Johnson did not wish to intensify the conflict in an election year, but when the situation deteriorated, he quickly rejected withdrawal. In January 1964, he approved a program of covert attacks and intelligence-gathering operations along the coast of North Vietnam known as Operation Plan (OPLAN) 34A. In these operations, South Vietnamese commandos attacked enemy coastal installations while American destroyers recorded North Vietnamese electronic transmissions. Such pinprick attacks would obviously accomplish little. Thus, in March 1964 the administration began planning strong American military action against North Vietnam, including air strikes.


  In early 1964, the administration publicly and privately threatened to devastate North Vietnam if it did not desist. As the effort to embroil America in Vietnam was clearly succeeding, the Soviets switched from urging restraint on Hanoi to offering the military assistance needed to fight America. They highlighted the American threat to China and the value of Soviet military support. The situation on the ground continued to worsen in the summer. Johnson concluded that an “act of irreversible commitment” was needed to save South Vietnam. It was clear to all observers that the United States would soon make such a commitment. All that was needed was a pretext. In particular, the Americans needed an enemy attack so that the administration could brand Hanoi the aggressor and muster public support for war.


  On August 2, the “Gulf of Tonkin Incident” provided that pretext. North Vietnamese torpedo boats attacked an American destroyer that was conducting an OPLAN 34A intelligence patrol. Two destroyers conducting a night patrol two days later claimed that torpedo boats attacked again, though many doubt that this attack actually occurred. Johnson represented this as an unprovoked attack on American ships in international waters. At his request, Congress passed a resolution authorizing him “to take all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States” and “to take all necessary steps, including the use of armed force” to assist South Vietnam. This was a de facto declaration of war. Politically, it justified the retaliatory air strikes on North Vietnam in August 1964, the introduction of combat troops into South Vietnam in 1965, and the air campaign against North Vietnam.


  Many argue that the American destroyer patrols in the Gulf of Tonkin were a deliberate provocation intended to precipitate war with North Vietnam. As the administration was spoiling for a fight with Hanoi, this is a reasonable interpretation. The fact remains, however, that Hanoi could not have attacked American ships without Soviet-supplied weapons. Similarly, Hanoi simply could not have engaged in major combat operations in the South without Soviet-supplied weapons. Hanoi lacked the manufacturing capacity to do so. Moreover, Hanoi would not have attacked American destroyers without solid guarantees of Soviet support against retaliation. Nor would Hanoi have infiltrated the South or hit U.S. targets in South Vietnam, as it did several times in 1964, without such guarantees. If the Soviets wanted to stop the Americans from sending ground troops to Vietnam, they would have withheld their military and political support from Hanoi. As the Soviets wanted an increased American troop commitment, they provided this support.


  Thus, the decisive but historically under-appreciated provocation in the Gulf of Tonkin was the Soviet one. Khrushchev had at last brought America and North Vietnam to blows. The victory was only partial, however. America employed airpower but had not yet deployed significant ground forces. This allowed Mao to argue that China was not yet threatened.


  Immediately after the Tonkin Incident, North Vietnam and China endorsed a French proposal to convene a diplomatic conference to resolve the crisis. Clearly, North Vietnam and China hoped this conference would restrain the further use of American force. The Soviets, who did not wish to prevent America from using force in Indochina, rejected this initiative. Nor did the Soviets issue any threats or create any problems for the United States elsewhere in the world that might have inhibited the deployment of troops to Vietnam.


  As large-scale war drew near, the Soviets confronted a logistical dilemma. They had two ways to deliver weapons to Hanoi – by sea or by land across China. They had only limited capacity to ship by sea. Ocean transport risked U.S. naval interdiction and an undesirable confrontation with America. The land route across China had enormous capacity and was immune to interdiction. Yet Mao did not want large shipments crossing Chinese territory. Such shipments would permit Hanoi to escalate the war, either bringing in the Americans or conquering the South, neither of which Mao wanted. After Tonkin, Mao denied transit rights to the USSR. Lacking this access, Khrushchev attempted to de-escalate rather than rely on the risky sea route. He announced a reduction in defense spending and in shipments to Vietnam. His colleagues promptly removed him from power. The new Soviet leaders, Leonid Brezhnev and Alexei Kosygin, knew that the Chinese detested Khrushchev, and hoped his overthrow would remove the major obstacle to Soviet shipments across China.


  Continued Soviet supply shipments arriving by sea in late 1964 produced a rapidly deteriorating situation in South Vietnam. For the first time, North Vietnamese Army (NVA) regular troops infiltrated South Vietnam. In early 1965, after the Viet Cong attacked U.S. bases, Johnson authorized the bombing of North Vietnam (Operation Rolling Thunder) and committed American ground troops. This forced Mao to permit Soviet supply shipments across China. These arms, the products of Soviet-North Vietnamese aid pacts in April and June, included surface-to-air missile systems, radars, modern jet aircraft, rockets, artillery, ammunition, fuel, vehicles, and transportation equipment. These shipments precipitated the deployment of even more American troops, and the ground war began in earnest.


  Johnson planned to win in Vietnam through pure attrition, i.e. killing as many of the enemy as possible. He repeatedly assured Hanoi that he would not invade North Vietnam or the Communist sanctuaries in Laos and Cambodia. Thus, Hanoi could safely send large forces to the South to match American troop increases, and the result was continued conflict at ever-higher levels of troop commitment, just as the Soviet Union intended.


  American intervention undercut Mao and strengthened the pro-Soviet faction. Mao was able to remain in power only because the Soviets insisted on dominance over China rather than equal partnership. The pro-Soviet Chinese faction could not accept this. Mao knew that his position would only deteriorate as the American presence in Vietnam increased. Therefore, he created an organization personally loyal to him—including a force of shock troops called the Red Guards—and began directly attacking his pro-Soviet enemies. In sum, the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, which tormented and killed tens of millions, was a factional conflict over political power and the direction of foreign policy masquerading as an ideological dispute. Meanwhile, Mao repeatedly signaled America that he desired improved relations. Washington ignored him. The administration fatuously hoped that the Soviets would restrain Hanoi. They based this hope on Soviet “moderation” elsewhere in the world, which was actually designed to facilitate continued American entrapment in Vietnam.


  The rapid buildup in 1966 enabled American troops to push enemy forces away from the coastal cities and into the central highlands by early 1967. At that point, however, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara changed his tune. Instead of calling for further troop expansion, as he had since March 1965, he demanded a ceiling on troop levels. More importantly, he recommended abandoning the objective of ensuring an independent, non-Communist South Vietnam. He reversed himself after realizing three things: firstly, America would not be able to kill enough enemy troops to win the war before the 1968 election; secondly, improved relations with China were possible; and finally, American intelligence had seriously underestimated the Soviet missile threat.


  In early 1965, the most current assessment of Soviet strategic forces was the October 1964 National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) 11-8-64. This NIE estimated that the USSR had 200 ICBMs and would have perhaps 300 ICBMs in 1966 and 400 in 1970. It asserted that the Soviets might regard 400 ICBMs as an “adequate deterrent” and stop building. Thus, going into Vietnam, Johnson believed that he outnumbered the Soviets 5:1 in ICBMs (1,065 American to 200 Soviet) and that he would retain a comfortable 2:1 advantage in 1970. Two years later, the story was quite different. NIE 11-8-66, dated October 1966, estimated that the Soviets had 350 ICBMs. At the newly observed rate, the Soviets would achieve parity with America “sometime in 1969” and could have a fifty percent margin of superiority (1,600 ICBMs) in 1971. Gone was the comforting delusion that the Soviets would settle for an adequate deterrent. Now, the CIA considered that the Soviets would definitely seek parity and might even try for a “first strike counterforce capability”, i.e. the ability to destroy the American ICBM force in a surprise attack. Given that the Soviets were deploying ICBMs much faster than previously anticipated, a continued commitment of military resources to Vietnam was extremely unwise.[11]


  In mid-1966, the Soviets noted American success on the ground in South Vietnam and that China was signaling Washington. To keep America pinned, Moscow again increased their assistance to Hanoi. Nevertheless, America and South Vietnam succeeded over the coming year in killing large numbers of Communist troops and pacifying large areas. In the summer of 1967, the North Vietnamese decided they had to take drastic action to regain the initiative. The Soviets agreed to supply the arms necessary to support a major offensive. In September, Moscow and Hanoi concluded the largest aid agreement yet.


  Very likely, the Soviets did not expect the Tet Offensive to achieve military victory or prompt American withdrawal. To the contrary, they expected Washington to escalate, declare national mobilization, and perhaps even invade North Vietnam. Such actions would, they hoped, cause the PLA to abandon Mao and support the pro-Soviet faction. To increase the pressure, the Soviets created a threat in the north. They tripled the number of divisions on the Chinese border from fourteen in 1965 to forty-five in 1969. Soviet troops increasingly harassed Chinese border guards. The Soviets also increased the number of medium-range ballistic missiles in Siberia, and began basing ground troops in Mongolia.


  In the Tet Offensive, America snatched defeat from the jaws of victory. The Communist assault was repulsed with heavy casualties. As the Soviets expected, Johnson wished to expand the war and counterattack into Laos, Cambodia, and North Vietnam. He sent reinforcements in early 1968 not to stave off defeat, but to exploit success. However, he was unable to secure a consensus within the administration and the Democrat party for further escalation. Thus, he announced his withdrawal as a presidential candidate in 1968, imposed a troop ceiling, and publicly abandoned the pursuit of victory.


  Johnson’s announcements of March 1968 undercut the Soviet claim that American forces in Vietnam threatened China. But, the August invasion of Czechoslovakia raised concerns that the USSR would apply the “Czech solution” to China. Accordingly, Mao ended the Cultural Revolution, in which the PLA played a key role, and bolstered China’s defenses.


  Overall, Johnson’s presidency was a strategic disaster for the United States. He left the country seriously weakened in strategic and conventional military power. As noted above, the United States declined from five-fold superiority in ICBM strength in 1965 to parity in 1969. The military services deferred modernization of their equipment. American military personnel in Europe dropped from 235,000 in 1965 to 169,000 in 1970. The combat readiness of the Army at home and in Europe plunged as experienced troops were sent to Vietnam and as drug abuse and racial strife increased.[12] Politically, Johnson allowed the containment structure to erode in Europe, South Asia, and the Middle East. Economically, he failed to maintain the Bretton Woods dollar system; Germany and Japan surged ahead as economic competitors. Finally, domestic unrest in the United States indicated his failure to sustain the national will and popular consensus. The Vietnam War was the basic cause of all these problems. In fomenting and sustaining this war, the Soviets had succeeded spectacularly in weakening America relative not only to her primary enemy but also to her allies. America’s distress clearly benefitted the Soviet Union, Germany, and Japan.


  President Nixon addressed his two major problems—how to counter the growth of Soviet power and extricate America from Vietnam—through improved relations with China.[13] He capitalized on the Soviet effort to coerce China with heavy-handed military threats. In early 1969, Nixon signaled his willingness to withdraw from Vietnam and preserve a divided Indochina. This resulted in a de facto rapprochement and an immediate reduction in the flow of Soviet supplies across China. The Soviets, perceiving this evolving cooperation, launched heavy attacks along the Chinese border in order to intimidate the Chinese. They also instructed Hanoi to launch an offensive to delay American troop withdrawals.


  In the wake of major Sino-Soviet border clashes in the summer of 1969, the Soviets threatened a nuclear strike on China. Nixon responded with the Guam Doctrine. The doctrine is best known for “Vietnamization”, in which South Vietnam would assume primary responsibility for its own defense so that American forces could withdraw. However, the doctrine also provided an American nuclear shield “if a nuclear power” (i.e., the USSR) “threatens the freedom of a nation allied with us or of a nation whose survival we consider vital to our security” (i.e., China). To emphasize the American nuclear guarantee, Nixon put Strategic Air Command on the highest level of alert in October 1969, as Sino-Soviet tensions peaked. The Soviets de-escalated the border conflict, realizing that such pressure was futile and only pushed their enemies together.


  Constriction of the overland route increased the importance of oceanic supply. Soviet supplies unloaded at the Cambodian port of Sihanoukville supported NVA operations from sanctuaries in Cambodia near the South Vietnamese border. In 1969, Nixon launched B-52 strikes against these sanctuaries and the 60,000 NVA troops in Cambodia. Rapprochement with China permitted more decisive action. In March 1970, America backed a coup in Cambodia, and the new government closed Sihanoukville. One month later, U.S. and South Vietnamese forces moved across the Cambodian border, destroying NVA bases and vast quantities of weapons and ammunition. This greatly reduced Hanoi’s ability to attack southern South Vietnam. Strategically, the loss of the Chinese overland route and Sihanoukville left Hanoi with a single lifeline through which to receive Soviet aid – the port of Haiphong.


  The North Vietnamese shifted their logistical hub to southern Laos. South Vietnam, with American support, attacked these bases in April 1970. The “Laotian Incursion,” often described as a disaster, was in fact a success. South Vietnamese forces inflicted disproportionately heavy casualties on NVA troops in Laos, and prevented Hanoi from launching an offensive from Laos until 1972.


  In mid-1971, the Soviets realized their strategy faced potential defeat. Their conciliatory overtures to China during the Laotian Incursion were rejected. Moscow perceived that with continued Sino-American cooperation and progress in Vietnamization, America could withdraw from Vietnam. Indochina would then return to the pre-1965 status quo, which both America and China preferred. Moscow decided to change course and facilitate American withdrawal from Vietnam, after which Hanoi would attack the South. The Soviets thus gambled that when Hanoi resumed the offensive, America would neither reintroduce its own troops nor provide Saigon with sufficient aid to avoid defeat. Moscow’s objective from 1971 to 1975 was no longer to keep America trapped in Indochina, but to create a powerful, unified pro-Soviet Vietnam to strengthen the containment of China.


  The Soviets exploited a serious weakness in the American peace proposal of May 1971. This proposal involved American withdrawal and a cease-fire in place prior to a final settlement. Hanoi had an obvious incentive to await American withdrawal, and then introduce forces into South Vietnam before the cease fire. Moscow helped Hanoi plan a new offensive throughout late 1971, and sent large quantities of weapons and equipment to Haiphong.


  Hanoi’s assault, known as the Easter Offensive, commenced in March 1972. North Vietnam brazenly launched its entire regular army, including fourteen divisions and several hundred tanks, against South Vietnam. Nixon reacted strongly with American airpower, including B-52 strikes on North Vietnam. More importantly, U.S. aircraft mined Haiphong harbor, denying Hanoi further replenishment of ammunition, weapons, or fuel from the USSR. South Vietnamese forces were able to halt the attack, but had to concentrate to do so. This opened much of the previously pacified countryside to renewed guerrilla attacks. Hanoi’s guerrillas attempted to grab as much land as possible prior to the anticipated settlement, but South Vietnamese forces beat them back with heavy casualties.


  After the B-52 strikes on North Vietnam in December 1972—the “Christmas Bombing”—North Vietnam lay prostrate. Nevertheless, the United States agreed to extremely disadvantageous peace terms in January 1973. For reasons, and using methods beyond the scope of this paper,[14] Nixon’s political enemies within his administration trapped him in the Watergate scandal and forced him to accept a disastrous settlement in Vietnam. Although Nixon remained in office for another eighteen months, he was a mere figurehead. He lost control of foreign policy to a group, whose most visible figure was Henry Kissinger, that pursued diametrically opposed goals on every front, but especially in Vietnam.


  Nixon wished to support South Vietnam so that America could maintain a presence in Indochina. His opponents sought total American withdrawal from Indochina, and engineered the defeat of South Vietnam. Nixon, once trapped, had to accept a peace agreement that required America to withdraw and cease attacking North Vietnam but did not require the withdrawal of 300,000 NVA troops from South Vietnam. On paper, North Vietnam agreed to withdraw from Laos and Cambodia and to pursue unification only through peaceful means. Of course, Hanoi flouted the ceasefire and her other promises almost immediately. Congressional legislation in June 1973 cut the funding for American combat activities in Indochina, and set the stage for the conquest of South Vietnam two years later.


  Nixon’s strategy, to which China had assented, incorporated China into the global anti-Soviet alliance and preserved the divided structure of Indochina. The new American strategy cast aside the two main components of the Sino-American rapprochement. Washington would now abandon South Vietnam and attempt to improve relations with the Soviets. The Chinese rightly regarded both actions as treacherous and harmful to their interests. The new strategy assumed that China, pinned between a unified Vietnam in the south and the USSR in the north, would have no alternative but dependence on America. However, American bad faith ignited a leadership crisis in Peking. Mao—whose policy of cooperation with Washington had failed to produce the desired results—was forced to reinstate the previously purged leaders of the pro-Soviet faction. Henceforth, China would maintain a position equidistant between Washington and Moscow. Washington planned to play Moscow and Peking against each other; instead, Peking played Washington and Moscow against each other.


   


  After Vietnam


   


  After American forces withdrew from Vietnam, the strategy of making the tigers fight was played out. The Soviets could not expect to entrap an exhausted America again in a conflict with a third party. On the other hand, their very success in weakening America made them greedy. Interpreting Washington’s desire for détente as weakness, Moscow launched an overt bid for world hegemony. The USSR lacked the economic and technological base to support this ambition, but nevertheless began a massive military buildup. They deployed new heavy ICBMs with multiple, accurate warheads that could destroy the American ICBM force, deployed a new theater nuclear missile (the SS-20) to threaten Europe, modernized their ground and air forces, and built a blue-water navy. From 1973 to 1980, the Soviets energetically exploited the geopolitical opportunities created by American retreat, timidity, vacillation, and folly.


  President Reagan took office determined to defeat the Soviet offensive and then achieve victory in the Cold War. To neutralize the military challenge, he expanded and modernized the American military, deployed new intermediate-range nuclear forces to Europe (108 Pershing II missiles and 464 Ground-Launched Cruise Missiles), and launched the Strategic Defense Initiative. He strengthened the American economy, and weakened the Soviet economy with attacks on its hard-currency earning capacity. He rebuilt the Western alliance, improving American relations with Britain, Germany, Japan, and China. Finally, noting that the Soviet empire was overextended, he supported resistance movements in Afghanistan, Poland, Nicaragua, Angola, Mozambique, and Cambodia.[15] At long last, the Americans watched from the sidelines while the Soviet tiger fought.


  From 1967 to the end of the Cold War, Soviet support for international terrorism was a highly cost-effective form of proxy warfare. The technique was all the more useful because terrorist groups were often the surrogates of Soviet surrogates, and thus Moscow could disclaim responsibility. For example, the USSR’s client, Libya, supported numerous terrorist groups in the 1970s and 1980s. These terrorist attacks harassed Soviet enemies and advanced Soviet foreign policy goals. The United States sometimes retaliated against the terrorists themselves or the Soviet client that supported terrorism – most notably, against Libya in 1986 – but rarely called attention to Soviet complicity. By the 1980s, the Soviets had created a global network on Soviet and allied territory for the planning, training, and logistical support of terrorist attacks. The Soviets expected these groups, just like Soviet client states, to accept direction in exchange for arms, advice, and support.[16]


  In the final decade of the Cold War, the Soviets “made the tigers fight” in the Iran-Iraq War. This time, unlike in Korea or Vietnam, the Soviets did not want to precipitate American intervention, and were not weakening an enemy they found threatening. Instead, they were using a Soviet client, Iraq, to force oil-rich Iran into the Soviet camp. The Soviets encouraged Saddam Hussein to attack Iran in 1979, and then supported both sides with vast amounts of weapons and supplies.[17] A short Iran-Iraq war was undesirable, because Moscow wanted to exhaust Iran so that the Iranian Tudeh (Communist) Party could seize power. As in Korea and Vietnam, Soviet arms supplies were carefully calibrated to control the tempo of conflict. The Soviets tantalized both sides with plausible promises of ultimate victory that never actually materialized. Given the lack of viable alternatives—especially for Tehran—the victims could only grumble and keep fighting. In the end, Moscow failed to overthrow Iran from within during the war despite eight years of exerting pressure on three sides: from Iraq, from the Soviet presence in Afghanistan, and from the USSR itself. Ironically, Iran became a Soviet client after the war ended in 1989, and remains a Russian client to this day.


   


  Conclusions


   


  This paper has examined Soviet efforts to manipulate third parties into conflict with its enemies from 1925 to 1975. The Sino-Japanese War, Korea and Vietnam are discussed in detail because the Soviets successfully used their clients to entangle and weaken Japan and the United States. There are many other cases of Soviet clients challenging American interests during the Cold War without provoking a direct American military response. For example, in the Middle East, the Soviets armed Egypt and Syria to attack Israel, and armed Iraq to challenge Iran. In South Asia, the Soviets armed India, who dismembered Pakistan in 1970. Soviet aid to Cuba enabled Castro to meddle in Latin America and Africa. The actions of these Soviet surrogates demanded American attention, diverted her resources, and forced her to contemplate military responses.


  Prior to World War II, Stalin promoted conflict between Germany, Britain, and France, between Japan and China, and between Japan and America. His basic objective was to prevent Germany and Japan from attacking the USSR singly or jointly. This was not a defensive strategy but an offensive one designed to weaken them for future attack. The strategy failed in Europe because the Germans conquered France quickly and then attacked the USSR. On the other hand, the strategy succeeded in Asia. Japan’s protracted wars with China and the United States prevented it from attacking the USSR and left it vulnerable to a last-minute Soviet attack. Washington willingly accepted its role in Soviet strategy. America deterred Japan from attacking the USSR in 1941-42 and then sent lend-lease supplies without which the Soviets could not have attacked Japan in August 1945.


  The Cold War is often viewed as a bipolar U.S.-Soviet struggle, but a major third player, China, always influenced the calculations of the two superpowers. In this three-way game, the Soviets wanted China isolated and dependent on them, with America as “odd man out”. Above all, Moscow wished to avoid a Sino-American alliance that isolated them. The Soviets sought to achieve their objectives, first in Korea and later in Vietnam, by promoting conflict between China and the United States. The Soviets sponsored North Korean and later North Vietnamese aggression in order to provoke an American military presence on the Chinese border. In Korea, Soviet strategy succeeded in creating Sino-American conflict, although Truman willingly accepted the disadvantage of fighting China while the Soviets stood aside. In a larger sense, Soviet strategy backfired because the Korean War enabled Truman to rebuild American military power to contain the USSR. In Vietnam, Soviet strategy crippled the United States, undermined containment, and bought time for Soviet missile programs to surge ahead. On the other hand, the strategy failed to drive China back into the Soviet camp, and ironically resulted in the very thing it sought to avoid, Sino-American rapprochement. The overall outcome for the United States would have been far less disadvantageous without the betrayal of South Vietnam and consequent damage to the friendship with China that Nixon brilliantly established.


  Soviet strategy had painful consequences for her allies and clients. The USSR was far more of a “frenemy” than a true friend to China from 1917 to 1991; the Soviets feared China but needed to use her against more powerful enemies. The USSR sought to bring about a Japanese invasion of China after 1931, and then to prolong the conflict after 1937. Similarly, Stalin brought China and America to blows in 1950, and prolonged the war after it began. The USSR provided North Korea, North Vietnam, and Iraq with weapons and political support to launch their respective wars of aggression, but tailored Soviet aid to ensure that none of them won a rapid, decisive victory. Hanoi was the only Soviet Cold War client to achieve total victory, and did so at a high price: over a million casualties after sixteen years of war.


  Russia’s use of the stratagem discussed herein did not end with the Cold War. In Asia, Russia promoted Chinese confrontation with America, and sold the Chinese the missiles, ships, submarines, and aircraft needed to fight American air and naval forces in the Pacific. Moreover, after 1995, Moscow used a pro-Russian faction within OPEC (Iran, Iraq, Libya, Saudi Arabia, and Venezuela) to raise the price of oil. To counter this, Bush gave halfhearted support to a Venezuelan coup attempt, persuaded Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi to switch sides, and invaded Iraq. The occupation of Iraq and Afghanistan sought to put pressure on Iran, but like the similar Soviet pincer move in the 1980s, this failed. America suffered relatively few military casualties in Iraq and Afghanistan compared to Korea or Vietnam, but the occupations were extremely costly financially. In 2010, the War on Terror already cost 55 percent more in constant dollars than ten years of fighting in Vietnam.[18] Russia and China clearly benefited from this prolonged drain of American resources and attention, which among other things delayed the acquisition of the military systems needed to deter or fight them. They sent weapons to the insurgents in Iraq and Afghanistan, and outsourced support for the insurgency to Russia’s clients Iran and Syria. The Iranians did much less to support the insurgents in Iraq and Afghanistan than they could have; they did not even provide the advanced munitions that they gave to Hezbollah in Lebanon.[19] This kept the situation “serious but not hopeless” – and the Americans remained in place. Neither Iran nor Syria had any interest in keeping a large American military force just across their borders; only Russia and China could have convinced them to do so. At the time of this writing, the question of using American ground combat troops in Iraq and Syria remains open, and if so, Russia and China will continue to watch the American tiger fight.


  Editor's Introduction to:


  THE GENERAL'S GUARD


  by Brad Torgersen


  Brad Torgersen’s debut novel, The Chaplain’s War, was released by Baen Books in October, 2014. It is Brad’s first published novel, but he’s no stranger to writing science fiction, having two anthologies in print, Lights in the Deep and Racers in the Night, both published by Wordfire Press. Brad’s also twice won Analog magazine’s “AnLab” reader’s choice award, a Writers of the Future Award, and in 2012, he was a triple-crown nominee for the Hugo, Nebula, and Campbell awards.


   


  Brad works full time in Health Care and he is also a Chief Warrant Officer in the US Army Reserve. That, plus his devotion to his faith, goes a long way toward explaining some of the expertise and perspective he brings to his subject when writing fiction. He’s also, like your intrepid editors, a charter member and Legionary First Class in the Evil Legion of Evil, a super-secret society devoted to such heinous activities as committing thoughtcrime, writing crimethink, and laughing at the preposterous pretensions of the modern Social Justice Warrior. Some of us in the ELoE like to tease Brad about being our token liberal. In some sense, he is, but he represents the better, truer aspect of liberalism, now mostly lost to the of mindless modern progressivism of the shrieking harpies, glittery hoo-haas, and those immortalized by the inimitable Kate Paulk as Tempests in B Cups.


   


  With Brad’s present offering, “The General’s Guard”, the casual reader might be tempted to dismiss it as just another “anything boy can do girl can do better” propaganda piece, written in placative submission to the tripartite goddess of modern feminism: Hysteria the Relentless, Outrage the Untiring, and Unreason, handmaiden of PMS. That would be both a mistake and a misreading. Look for the 90-pound superwaifu in this story; you will search in vain. She may be off getting a pedicure somewhere else, but she’s not in this story. And as for the woman warrior who can best Conan, Elric, and the Dorsai with one hand tied behind her back, she too fails to make an appearance.


   


  No, Brad’s purpose is different. Don't be misled by what might initially appear to be conventional SF dogma about women in combat, when you read The General’s Guard, think of a name, in American history a very particular and important name. The name in question? Why, it’s Friedrich Wilhelm Ludolf Gerhard Augustin von Steuben.


  THE GENERAL'S GUARD


  by Brad R. Torgersen


  Joonta stood at the position of attention: head facing forward, chin up, arms straight down to her sides and her knees bent just enough to keep her blood moving. Her dark red tunic was sashed tightly at the waist and her knee-length grass-green silk pants were clean and free of holes. It was the closest thing she had to a dress uniform. She’d put it on hastily, the moment the district messenger had informed her of the arrival of a very important visitor.


  Joonta was not alone.


  The mass formation was fifty heads long and five ranks deep, composed of women from every clan in the city-state of Coam. Archers all. Their recurve bows were strung for display only, and the hafts of their small swords—mainly ceremonial, with a differently styled haft for every Coam clan—gleamed dully at their belts. It was hot out, midday, so each woman’s brow beaded with sweat. But no one spoke and no one moved. Their discipline was on full display for the great Syqarian general who presently inspected the lines.


  Erel the officer was legendary: a warrior’s warrior, fit like unto the gods, tall as a pine tree, with the eyes of a bird of prey, and a strategic mind so sharp that it had taken overwhelming numbers to crush the Syqarian tyrant-king’s forces under Erel’s command. Thus bringing both Syqar and its military into the embrace of the polyglot civilization known as the Longstar Combine.


  But Erel the man was short. Shorter than some of the archers he inspected. And his face was drawn and weary, with lines at the corners of his eyes and mouth. His hair was going silver, and he walked with a pronounced limp. Unlike other Combine militia officers, Erel did not wear a decorated, polished-steel breastplate. Rather he had on a khaki kilt, with an ash-grey topshirt cut sleeveless at the shoulders. The general’s arms were scarred and lean. Sinew and muscle bulged under his brown skin, but only because there seemed to be no fat on the man. His sandals crunched the gravel as he walked.


  The general’s single badge of office was the sash that Erel wore across his left shoulder. It was bright blue, with the crest of the Longstar Conclave sewn prominently into the fabric: golden-yellow thread tracing out the shape of a dodecahedron, with symbols in the faces representing each of the original city-states to have formed the Combine.


  Joonta followed the general with her eyes as he proceeded quietly up and down the formation. All she’d been told was that the general had come to select a few Coam archers for service in his personal guard. An honor, considering the fact that many of the other city-states mocked Coam’s traditions.


  While the men of Coam labored in the fields, and in the mines, and in the bakeries and smithy shops, Coam’s halest, heartiest women were trained from childhood in the combined art of horse and bow. For three generations, formations of Coam’s pony cavalry had earned a stout reputation among even Coam’s rivals. It therefore spoke well of Erel that he was the first supreme commander to acknowledge Coam’s contribution to the new war effort, by selecting a few Coam women for his private security detail.


  Joonta almost quit breathing when Erel stopped before her.


  “And this one?” Erel said to the older women at his side, his finger pointing at Joonta. The three matrons in Erel’s entourage were the captains of Coam’s forces. A triumvirate forged in battle. Like Erel, they had lines around their eyes and mouths, and silver touched their hair.


  “Joonta,” said the First Captain. “One of our strongest young women. She has fought several times, and distinguished herself in each instance. We were going to make her a lieutenant, but if you would like her instead, we will gladly reassign her to your service.”


  Erel eyed Joonta, without blinking; his head tilted to listen.


  Inside, Joonta thrilled. Lieutenant? This was news indeed. A win-win, if her understanding was right. Whether Erel chose Joonta or not, she was going to be moving up in the world.


  “Is she your best?” Erel asked the three captains.


  “She is among our best,” said the Third Captain. “She’s got a quick mind, to match her quick reflexes. What’s more, she’s got patience under pressure. Not easy to find among women her age.”


  “Indeed,” Erel said, his eyes never leaving Joonta. “Very well then, walk with me, Joonta.”


  Joonta felt her heart skip a beat. She swallowed quickly and then stepped forward, falling in deferentially behind the captains as they trailed behind the general.


  Up and down the ranks they proceeded, with Erel asking occasional questions here and there. To Joonta’s surprise, he chose no more women from among her experienced peers. She watched their eyes narrow in confusion or angry puzzlement as Erel passed them up. Joonta could only give her comrades the slightest shrug—to indicate that she didn’t know what was going on, any more than they did.


  At last, the general came to the end of the formation. The final archer was both short and plump. Ordinarily, the smaller archers were in the front ranks, but this one had been intentionally hidden in the very back, where she couldn’t be easily seen.


  “This one doesn’t seem big enough to string her bow,” Erel said, “much less achieve sufficient pull to do damage with her hits.”


  The Second Captain sighed.


  “She is Nateel, and her clan dispatched her despite our protests. It is customary in Coam for each clan to contribute archers of their own choosing. But you are correct, Nateel is . . . problematic.”


  Joonta could see the hot protest in Nateel’s eyes. The runty woman had endured ridicule ever since her arrival three weeks prior. Even among her own clan she was regarded as something of a waste. How or why she’d been chosen to serve, was a mystery no one seemed capable of solving.


  “Nateel, walk with me,” Erel said, motioning with his hand.


  A quiet rustle of surprise ran up and down the ranks.


  Nateel stood in place, her mouth open and her eyes blinking.


  “Sir,” said the First Captain, clearing her throat, “I can assure you that there are other archers among us far better suited to your—“


  “You heard the order,” Erel said calmly, his eyes on Nateel the same way they’d been on Joonta a few minutes before. “Walk with me.”


  Nateel stepped forward and fell in behind Joonta as Erel made a wide U-shaped path around the formation, coming back to its front.


  “General, sir,” the Third Captain protested, “if it’s our finest that you seek, then we have a dozen such women, all of them Joonta’s equal. Surely you will want one of them?”


  “I came to Coam, as I have come to each of the city-states: to find two willing troops who will serve the Combine as my guard. Now, if Joonta and Nateel do not wish for the position—”


  “I wish it!” Joonta and Nateel both exclaimed in unison.


  Erel raised an eyebrow, along with a slight smile.


  “There, I think that more or less settles it, don’t you?”


  The three captains demurred without further protest, though it was clear from the expressions on their faces that they disagreed strongly with Erel’s second choice.


  “We leave immediately,” Erel said. “Have Joonta and Nateel fetch their kit and their animals, and join my caravan. There’s no time to lose.”


  Before Joonta could run off to gather her few possessions from her tent, the Second Captain grabbed Joonta by the arm and pulled Joonta aside.


  “Do not let the weakling embarrass us,” the Second Captain whispered fiercely. “You do not need to be reminded of what this means for our people. For all of us.”


  Joonta nodded her head vigorously, and bowed at the waist: to show respect, as well as understanding of the order.


  But inside, she could not grasp how she would carry it out. Because Nateel seemed hopeless.
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  They were half a day’s hard travel into the mountain paths before Nateel mustered the temerity to speak to Joonta as a peer. The smaller woman nudged her pony up beside Joonta’s: close enough for them to speak quietly, just the two of them.


  “I know what the captains think of me,” Nateel said.


  Joonta didn’t respond, at first. She kept her eyes on the canyon proper. Not everyone in the caravan was on horseback. Including Erel himself, who marched at the head of the column. Now that they were out on the road, the general’s limp didn’t seem nearly as bad. Perhaps the old wound merely needed to be loosened up? Erel was setting the pace; different again from most Combine general officers, who’d have stuck to the middle or the rear.


  “You should keep your eyes alert for danger,” Joonta said. “If you were a better student, you would know this. The general is depending on us to spot a threat while we can combat it at distance.”


  “I know our role,” Nateel said, “and I know the captains told you not to let me make fools out of both of us.”


  “Are they wrong?” Joonta said.


  “Yes,” Nateel said, her tone hard.


  “I’ve not watched you fight yet,” Joonta said, “but from what I’ve seen of you during training, you’re a vulnerability, not an asset.”


  Quite suddenly, an alarm cry went out from the center of the caravan.


  Erel spun on a heel, his sword instantly drawn.


  From out of the trees on the mountainside, a small horde of rough-looking men sprang down onto the wagons.


  “To me, my guard!” Erel shouted, and then he was running towards the danger.


  Joonta whirled her pony about and kept after him, her bow in her right hand. She’d been afraid this might happen. The mountain paths between Coam and the nearest city-state were seldom patrolled. Wild people—wearing the skins of animals—were known to occasionally savage unwary travelers.


  The general crashed in amongst the club-wielding barbarians, his sword slashing deftly.


  Joonta’s pony skidded to a halt and she nocked an arrow, looking for a clean shot.


  There was none.


  An arrow whistled past—shooting high over the scrum of screaming barbarians and intermixed caravan staff.


  Joonta jerked her head around, glaring at Nateel.


  “Fool!” Joonta spat. “You can’t see who you’re aiming at! Do you want to injure or kill one of our own?”


  Nateel’s eyes were wide with panic, her hands trembling on a second nocked arrow.


  “We’ll have to use our speed, to get on their flanks!” Joonta yelled. Then she was clenching her pony’s reins as she sent it pelting around the side of the scrum. Shouts and yells and curses filled the air of the canyon as metal clashed with wood. When Joonta had a clear look at one of the wild men, she loosed an arrow, sinking him to the ground with blood pouring from his neck.


  As battles went, it was quick. When the men of the mountains finally understood that they faced militia instead of merchants, they dropped their crude clubs and fled back the way they’d come, howling and barking in their crude language. Little more than cave dwellers.


  Joonta counted six dead, none of them belonging to the caravan. Though a few friendlies had been bruised and bloodied.


  She followed Erel as he walked up and down the length of the caravan, urging those who could march to get back on their feet and keep moving. Three who could not walk were loaded into the wagons.


  Erel’s sword was covered in dark blood. He paused at the body of one fallen marauder to wipe his blade on the dead man’s deerskin tunic.


  “We must make haste,” he said. “There could be others waiting for us. This may have only been a delaying action.”


  “Sir,” Joonta said, “I’m surprised we took this road to begin with. Surely my captains warned you of the danger?”


  “That they did,” Erel said.


  “Then why—?”


  “No time for a discussion, Joonta. Take Nateel with you and scout ahead a thousand paces. If you see or hear anything further, report back.”


  “Nateel won’t—” Joonta said, exasperation leaking around the edges of her disciplined tone.


  “Do as I command, Coamian,” Erel said, cutting her off. His hand clapped both Joonta and Nateel on their knees as he walked between the ponies.


  Soon, the women were trotting cautiously ahead of the caravan. Now, more than ever, the general needed Joonta’s eyes. She kept her back straight as she sat in the saddle, her head slowly swiveling. Nateel mimicked her senior as best as she could, but her back was too hunched for Joonta’s taste. No pride in that one, Joonta thought. And it showed.


  As the afternoon wore on, and the shadows in the canyon got longer, they passed an ancient ruin. One of only three known to Coam’s cartographers. Joonta had expected it—as landmarks went, it was hard to miss—but seeing it in person for the first time was an experience. The ruin was huge. Like the bones of a terrifically gigantic beast, now collapsed onto its side. Rusted metal beams stuck out of the ruin at odd angles. When fully erect, it could have been taller than any modern building Joonta had ever seen. Now it was a heap.


  “The Ironmasters haunt us,” Nateel said reverently as she gazed at the crumpled pile of bent spars and girders.


  “How could anyone capable of metalwork on such a scale, disappear from the face of the Earth?” Joonta wondered out loud.


  “You know the legend,” Nateel said. “The Ironmasters grew restless, and went into the sky. Eventually leaving the world entirely.”


  “Superstition,” Joonta said, frowning. “Boats that fly? I know the legend, but it sounds like nonsense. Something killed them. Or nearly all of them. A plague. Or an enemy. One of the two.”


  Joonta guided her pony up close to the ruin, examining the way the metal had twisted and sheared—in what had to have been a deafening fall, some untold number of years in the past. No people dwelled here now. The superstitions surrounding the Ironmasters were manifold. The wild men dared not tarry so close to a place clearly dominated by bad luck and evil spirits. The ruin was like a gravemarker in this way, but on a grand scale.


  Joonta felt her mood turn sour.


  “We’d better keep moving,” she said. “The general won’t like it if he catches up with us and finds us sight-seeing like this.”


  Nateel’s eyes lingered on the ruin as both women rode away.
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  Night.


  They made camp by the shores of a small mountain lake, where the animals could rest and all of them could replenish their water from the icy streams that fed the tarn. Erel’s surgeon tended to the injured and put them to bed early, before checking in with Erel himself. The general’s single wound was a large bruise on one thigh, which he occasionally massaged with his hands. Otherwise, he’d been unharmed.


  Presently, Erel called the disparate members of his personal guard to the edge of his campfire. Joonta included.


  They sat in a circle—young eyes all staring at the single pair of old eyes among them—their mouths quietly chewing on dried bread and salt-cured meat. Joonta could sense the rebuke coming. There was a hard knot where her stomach should have been.


  “You were sloppy today,” Erel said to no one in particular, poking absently at the fire with a long stick.


  “Sir,” Joonta said, “we haven’t trained together before. It’s difficult to fight alongside strangers.”


  “Yes, no doubt,” Erel said. “But it was more than that. You, Joonta, practically left your Coamian comrade behind as soon as I gave the call to arms. Moreover, you suffered your comrade’s presence under protest—when I dispatched you both forward of the main caravan element, following the fight. I expected better of the archers of Coam.”


  Joonta felt her cheeks grow hot. A dozen different protests burned on her lips. But she did not speak them. The general’s voice had a teaching tone. She had heard it in the remonstrations of her captains many times.


  “But it wasn’t just you,” Erel said. “Your behavior was mirrored by the others: the confident sprinting ahead of the hesitant, and the skilled cursing their unskilled companions. Sloppy. And disappointing. We’ll stay here at the lakeshore for several days. Enough time for our walking wounded to recover. And for you all to drill. There are experienced men on the watch tonight. All of you will sleep, and begin exercises at sunrise tomorrow. Is that clear?”


  A chorus of yessirs ran around the circle.


  “Good,” the general said.


  When there was nothing further—Erel merely prodding his fire with his stick—the group of young warriors stood up and hurriedly departed the general’s presence. Each of them quietly muttering under his or her breath.
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  For Joonta, sleep came fitfully. If she’d initially been elated to join the general’s guard, that elation had evaporated. There seemed to be little rhyme or reason to the general’s decisions. If he’d wanted a crack squad capable of performing right from the start, he should have taken the best from a single city-state, not thrown together a loose collection of recruits—half of whom seemed as if they had no business carrying weapons or marching in the first place.


  In the morning, Joonta prodded her companion awake.


  “Nateel,” Joonta commanded, “drill commences. Get up.”


  The short, stout woman reluctantly rolled out of her bedding and threw on her leggings and tunic, neither of which fit very well. She walked several steps behind Joonta as they went to morning mess—which was decidedly quiet, what with all the young, unhappy faces staring into their wooden bowls. Then Nateel walked several steps behind Joonta as Joonta gathered a small bale of hay off of one of the feed wagons and went to prop it against a tree. Far from where the others were setting up their sparring circles.


  When the clink and clash of bronze blades began to fill the cool air, Joonta strung her bow and prepared her arrows.


  Nateel handled her own bow like a clumsy child.


  While Joonta began putting shafts into the hay bale’s center, Nateel struggled to fit the loop of her bowstring over the bow’s far end—grunting and leaning on the curved wood, almost to the point that Joonta feared it might snap.


  “Ridiculous,” Joonta barked, putting her own bow down long enough to snatch Nateel’s from her hands, and expertly fit the loop over the notched and pointed end of the springy, recurved weapon.


  “My thanks,” Nateel said quietly.


  Joonta ignored her and went back to placing shots into the bale. When she had exhausted her quiver, she went to retrieve her arrows while Nateel took up an inexpert stance and hesitantly pulled at her string, flexing the bow.


  Nateel’s first three shots were wide, and sailed into the treeline.


  Cursing, Nateel dropped her bow and chased after her errant shots—a good arrow being worth a lot, this far from the weaponsmith shops where the men of Coam manufactured some of the finest arrows in the Longstar Combine.


  When Nateel returned—having found only two of three arrows—Joonta could take no more. She fixed Nateel with a hard gaze.


  “It would have been better if you’d not come,” Joonta scolded.


  Nateel merely gazed up at her taller companion with a tired expression.


  “I know my skills are poor,” Nateel said coldly.


  “Do you?” Joonta said. “Then why did you not resign, and spare yourself the indignity of your incompetence?”


  “No archer in the history of Coam has ever resigned!” Nateel said sharply. “It would be a grave dishonor.”


  “You dishonor us already,” Joonta said. “How by the sun and moon did your clan choose you, of all women, to represent them in the ranks?”


  “It was my father’s idea,” Nateel said. “Even my mother didn’t want to see me dispatched, but my father had other plans. He thought joining the archers would be good for me. He’s a businessman, not a farmer. He used his influence with the clan council to get me this slot. Much as I did not want it.”


  Joonta continued to glare, the insults piling up on the back of her tongue. But she couldn’t bring herself to utter them. What good would it do? There was only the mission as ordered by the general: practice. And the archers of Coam always practiced together, so there was no help for it. Joonta and Nateel were joined at the hip for as long as they were in the general’s service.


  And practice they did. With bows. On foot. And from the backs of their ponies. And even with swords—although the short blades the archers carried weren’t much larger than very-long knives.


  The noon meal was even more quiet than breakfast.


  Joonta kept her back turned to Nateel, saying nothing.


  After noon, the work continued. More sword play, mostly for the sake of exertion. More marksmanship. For every arrow Nateel sent into the middle of the hay bale, two others were high, or low, or wide. Her thrusts and parries with her sword were similarly comical. And her reflexes so slow, Joonta felt a ball of frustrated disgust build up in her chest. Several times she put an elbow into Nateel’s ribs, knocking the smaller woman to the ground. It helped Joonta get out some of her anger at her predicament.


  The end of the day could not come soon enough.


  And once again, the general’s guard were called to his campfire.


  “You were worse today than you were during a true fight,” Erel remonstrated, his stick rearranging a few of the logs resting on the fire’s orange coals. “I walked from place to place, keeping my nose out of your training, but watching carefully. What I saw . . . did not encourage me.”


  “General, sir, it is difficult to prove one’s worth when saddled with poor baggage,” remarked a young swordsman from the city-state of Mux.


  “Indeed?” Erel said with a raised, silver-tinged eyebrow. He carefully laid his stick at his side and gazed across the flames at his young cohort.


  “Look around you,” Erel suddenly commanded, motioning with a pointed finger that swept the circle. “From each city-state I take one of the strongest young troops, and one of the weakest young troops.”


  “But why, sir?” asked a particularly tall warrior, whose shield was slung on his back while he carried a long, fiercely-tipped spear. “When you passed through Urrek we were all sure that you’d want the best, most experienced spearmen. I have seen war before. Against your very men, in Syqar, no less. But him—?”


  The Urrekian pointed at the shorter soldier to his left.


  “Bega was a farmer before he was pressed into service. He’d be a farmer again if his family would take him back. Which they won’t. Even in the fields, he is next to useless.”


  Joonta examined Bega, who stared down at his toes in pink-faced shame.


  Then her eyes wandered to the other faces of the other young soldiers who’d been selected. In each case, from each city-state, it was the same: an example of someone in his prime, teamed with someone of so obviously inferior quality that Joonta had to wonder if Erel was playing a colossal prank.


  The general merely looked from troop to troop; some of whom wouldn’t look back. Including Nateel.


  When the general’s eyes came to Joonta, they lingered.


  She suppressed the urge to hide her face, and opted instead to match his gaze with her own—her heart beating quickly behind her ribs.


  “General, sir, if I may speak at length?” Joonta asked.


  Erel nodded.


  “I did not fight against Syqar, sir. But we all know of your land’s mighty reputation. The Syqarian code is strict. Only the strongest, fiercest, most bold and able men are permitted to bear arms. Why in the names of the gods are you, of all people, deliberately leavening your bread with bad seeds? It doesn’t make any sense to us, and it certainly can’t make sense to a Syqarian warlord such as you.”


  “Do I look like a Syqarian warlord?” Erel said, a slight smile on his lips.


  Joonta couldn’t answer, because she’d never seen a Syqarian before.


  “No,” said the Muxian who’d first voiced his umbrage. He then added a quick, “Sir.”


  Erel took in a deep breath, and let it out slowly. Then he stood up, with arms crossed over his chest.


  “What you children may not realize,” Erel said, his hand drifting to the hilt of his sword at his waist, “is that towards the end of the Combine’s war with Syqar, half or more of the Syqarian phalanxes were populated with Haynian conscripts. My father was from Hayn, while my mother was a barbarian outlander he married before Hayn was conquered and consumed by Syqar.”


  A whispered ripple of astonishment went around the circle.


  “And so,” Erel continued, “the wheel turns again. Bloated Syqar is in turn conquered by the Combine—a not altogether unfortunate turn of events. The king reaped what he sowed, even to the ending of his life. May his soul rot in the hells under the Earth.”


  “Sir, how can it be that a Haynian led the forces of the tyrant-king who oppressed Hayn?” asked one young man, his bow over his back. A Mighian—rivals to Coam, for their skill with arrows.


  “Because I was the best one for the job,” Erel said matter-of-fact. “And because by the time the king got done executing his other generals for repeated failure, I was all that was left. Syqar was losing. For all their bluster and martial arrogance, Syqar had not the numbers to repel the Combine. The king needed me. I had the respect of all the Haynian troops in the ranks, and after winning a couple of duels with rival Syqarian challengers, I had the fear of the Syqarians too. I fought the Combine because duty and honor demanded it. Haynians are proud, and we have our traditions too. War is in our blood. But now that Syqar and Hayn alike have come under new management, well . . . there is still duty to be carried out, and plenty of honor to be had by all. Even those who seem least deserving.”


  Erel’s eyes blazed with firelight as he said his last words.


  He was staring directly at Nateel, who now seemed rapt.


  “Maybe things could have sorted themselves out in time, given true peace. But the mystic Northern Empire will devour the Combine whole. Unless something is done to secure the border, and repel the Empress’s forces. The Longstar Conclave knows this. Some of you probably know it too. And so the Conclave sought me.”


  “Sir,” Joonta said as respectfully as she could, “this still doesn’t explain why—”


  “Why I took the most and the least of you?” Erel finished.


  All young heads nodded in unison.


  Erel permitted himself a short, sardonic grunt.


  “If I learned one thing while commanding the Syqarians, it was this: their stubborn insistence that every soldier be a perfect exemplar of the Syqarian ideal, was the very thing that undid them.”


  “I don’t understand, sir,” Joonta said.


  “It’s in the mathematics, really,” Erel said. “The proudest lion may be brought down by two dozen dogs. That’s what ended Syqar. Now, against the Northern Empire? Our foe has nearly as many people as the Combine does. Maybe more? I therefore require the effective service of every troop the Combine can give me. Best, as well as worst. But here’s the thing, and I want you all to remember this—”


  Again, the general’s pointed finger swept the circle.


  “In my army, there will be no best, and no worst. No longer will the city-states deploy their forces as separate, self-contained divisions. My formations will be amalgamations of Urrekian spearmen, Coamian archers, Dreshian warrior-mages, Muxian sword-wielders, and so on and so forth.”


  A scoffing sound rounded through the circle.


  “Madness,” one young warrior spat vehemently.


  Erel suddenly stood up, the firelight illuminating his features as he drew his sword and brandished it at the group. The blade was notched and chipped from use.


  “If I thought I had the luxury of letting the city-states march to battle beneath separate banners, I would happily let you do it. But this new war isn’t about what I want, nor what you want. The Conclave’s orders were very specific. I am to take the separate militias and build them into a cohesive, single force that can defy the Empire. It may be madness, yes, but sometimes madness has its place. I see potential in you, as I do in all your different peoples. As I see it in my own. Hayn is independent again, beneath the Longstar flag. I’ve pledged my life to keep it that way, just as I’ve pledged—on my honor—to build you into an army capable of greatness. But it starts here. If you’re not willing to stand with me, I challenge every heart in the light of my fire to walk away. Do it now. I won’t say a word. Just get up and leave. Take your tents and your weapons. Go.”


  No one moved. No one breathed.


  Perhaps sensing that he had their undivided attention, Erel continued.


  “In my Army,” Erel said, “weaknesses will become strengths. And it begins here, with you. My guard. The troops I keep closest to me, and on whom I depend most of all. But first, you must each come to trust each other. To include trusting yourselves. I pledge my blood, as your commander, that if you yoke yourselves to this purpose, I will not fail you.”


  Erel deftly flicked the tip of his sword up, and slashed at his opposite wrist. Not deeply. But enough to raise a line of blood that was visible in the firelight. A bead of that blood ran down and dripped off of his arm. Erel looked to the young troop next to him, and said, “Dreshian, do you pledge?”


  The young warrior-mage jerked to his feet, and thrust out his arm.


  Erel’s blade slashed again. The warrior-mage’s blood welled at the small cut. Erel reached out and gripped the warrior-mage’s forearm—the general’s wound over the top of the warrior-mage’s wound, hands clasped almost at each others’ elbows.


  “Be seated, defender of the Combine.”


  The Muxian sat back down, his eyes transfixed.


  Erel turned his attention to the warrior-mage’s shorter compatriot.


  “You, Dreshian, do you also pledge?”


  And again, the impromptu blood ritual was repeated.


  And so it went, each of the guard taking his or her turn in the procession. Joonta wasn’t sure, but she thought Erel kept his grip on her arm for just a moment longer than he had with the others—his eyes burning at her, like the coals of his fire. She met his gaze, and returned the grip, before moving aside for Nateel to take her turn.


  When it was over, Erel produced a small Longstar Combine flag, and used the cooking knife from his late meal to cut strips of the flag, which he then dispersed throughout the group, ordering them to bind their bleeding arms with it.


  “Let blood join us and keep us,” he said, expertly wrapping his own small wound. “Go to your tents now, brothers and sister. My men will rouse you in turn to do your parts on the night watch. Tomorrow, your new learning commences.”
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  Joonta returned from her stint on the watch to find Nateel already up, sitting outside their small two-person tent. The moon was full and its light glimmered on the surface of the lake. At any other time, Joonta would have thought the scene quite beautiful. But tonight she felt only weariness, and a toothache-nagging irritation at the predicament she’d been placed in. Learning to work with the young soldiers from the other city-states would have been difficult enough. But trying to do it with a runt in tow? Almost impossible.


  She noticed that Nateel’s face appeared to be wet.


  “What’s the matter?” Joonta asked, instantly annoyed.


  “Our general speaks mighty words which have touched my soul,” Nateel said, sniffling, “but I fear greatly that I will fail him. Coam must rise to this challenge, Joonta. I must rise. But I do not know how.”


  “I told you this morning, it would have been much better had someone else been chosen in your place,” Joonta grunted.


  “Yes,” Nateel said bitterly, “you’ve voiced your evaluation of my worth several times since General Erel selected us to join his guard. But what of Erel’s plan? Does it not strike you as historic?”


  Joonta considered. Erel’s talk was radical by any city-state’s standards. So radical, in fact, she wasn’t sure it was feasible. Intermixed formations eschewing city-state allegiance for the sake of the Combine proper? Part of what made Coam’s archers effective was their sense of identity. Their uniqueness. Fighting for the Combine, they also fought for their pride as women walking in a world dominated by men.


  Dissolving Coam’s archers into squads and reassigning them at the component level . . . surely Coam’s three captains would protest mightily, once Erel’s full plan became known.


  Or had the word already been put out? Erel had spoken of being under orders from the Conclave itself. Were the three captains complicit?


  Erel had said the Conclave wanted the militia reformed from the ground up. The general seemed to have taken the order literally. Did he really have the authority to do what he claimed must be done? Would the forces of the city-states accept it?


  Joonta expressed her misgivings to Nateel.


  “You’re Coamian,” Joonta said finally, “does not your heart beat with some degree of pride, for our people and our way of life?”


  “Of course it does!” Nateel said, suddenly shooting to her feet. She stared up into Joonta’s face.


  “This heart—” Nateel thumped a fist several times into her sternum “—pumps the same blood that flows in your veins, Joonta. I was raised on the same milk from the same breasts, trained in the same schools . . . but unlike you, I’ve not had the good fortune to be fawned over by the school leadership. While other girls received special tutoring and the attention of mentors, I was always declared too short or too fat or too clumsy to matter, so people merely overlooked or—worse yet—put up with me.”


  Joonta wanted to tell Nateel it was foolish to have expected anything different, but suddenly from across the lake came the gentle howling of a wild dog. To be joined by other howls, from different parts of the mountains around them.


  Feral. Untamed. The offspring of runaways and orphans.


  But hunting as a pack, those same dogs could be lethal. They were one of the reasons why the caravan kept its fires lit throughout the night, with a rotating, armed watch on the surround. Just to be safe.


  Joonta stared over Nateel’s head, into the night, listening to those haunting canine cries echo across the water . . .


  Then Joonta slowly dropped her chin, and looked back into Nateel’s burning eyes—in which Joonta saw intense desire, as well as fear. Could the former be coaxed to defeat the latter? Was it possible for Nateel to be any more than what she already was? If only because somebody took the time to believe in her, the way others had always believed in Joonta herself?


  Joonta fingered the bandage on her arm, where Erel’s blade had made its irrevocable scratch. There was deep symbolism in that, just as there was deep symbolism in using the Combine flag to staunch the flow.


  “Your turn on the watch,” Joonta said, finally.


  Nateel merely nodded, dried her face, and went to check in with the watch commander.
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  The following morning, the general himself assumed command of their activities. His traveling clothes had been eschewed for armor and weaponry, along with the crested helmet that denoted Erel’s station. His arms were scarred and veined, not an ounce of excess on them. He held his shield and his spear with experienced ease, and his bronze breastplate gleamed dully in the morning light.


  “The first step,” the general said, walking slowly up and down the line of his young guard, who all stood at attention in pairs, “will be to teach you to function as a team. Not Muxians nor Urrekians, but as soldiers of the Longstar Combine. Today there will be no swordplay. No archery. No spear practice. Today we drill as a unit, and we’re going to keep drilling until I see that you’ve all got it right. Do you understand?”


  An exclamation of yessirs went up into the air.


  And drill they did. Nothing but battle formation maneuvers and commands. Back and forth across the meadow that lay to the east of the lake. Until the grass had been trod flat and each of them was soaked through with sweat. Facing movements. Columnar movements. Again and again and again, until the initial stumbling, disjointed motions of the three dozen young men and women coalesced into a crisp, single-minded body of smartly-moving, tightly-marching troops. The commands—some unfamiliar to Joonta at the start—soon took their place alongside the similar muscle-memory cues which had been ingrained into Joonta with the Coamian formations. Even Nateel got into step, after tripping and jerking her way through the morning. Such that by the time the general—who’d walked along with them, calling their movements the entire day—brought their practice to a halt for the evening meal, Nateel’s head was held high for the first time since Joonta had known the shorter woman.


  The heads of the others—the inferior troops from the other city-states—were also up. Eyes looking keener.


  And there was chatter over dinner. Not much. But some. To break the silence which had dominated previously.


  The next day, it was more of the same. And the next. And the next.


  When seven risings and settings of the sun had come and gone, the general’s guard could turn on a pebble and execute their combined movement without blinking or breathing.


  At which time, Erel began to introduce tactical considerations.


  “The whole point behind all of this,” Erel said, “is to get your brains ready to tell your bodies what to do while your ears stay open for the battle commands being issued by your officers. In this case, me. We’re not just practicing to look pretty in a parade. Now I’m going to show you how to use these formations and these movements to close with and destroy the enemy.”


  Shieldmen were shuffled to the front.


  Spearmen were ranked behind the shieldmen, spears through the gaps.


  Archers—Coamian, Mighian, and others—were ranked behind the spearmen.


  With the shield-bearers crouched, and the spearmen braced low—legs wide—the archers set themselves to fire between the heads of the spearmen. And there were warrior-mages behind the archers, to provide pyrotechnic exclamations and other specialized artillery with even greater range than that of the archers.


  Joonta and Nateel—mounted, roving—were the pinpoint weapons. Eyes above the fray. From the saddle they would see what those on foot could not. Arrows, expertly placed, could make all the difference between the line holding, and the line breaking.


  For another seven days, they practiced. The same movements, in unison. But this time with weapons at the ready. Spears thrust as a synchronized thicket of lethal barbs. Shields interlocked like the scales of a snake. Arrows flying in controlled volleys. The concussive blasts of the warrior-mages making smoldering holes in the turf, sometimes hundreds of paces distant.


  The general’s expectations were hard. Exacting. He upbraided them at will. If their movements and timing were not to standard, his hand would suddenly be there to slap shoulders or cuff the backs of heads. The flat of his sword would thwap painfully against thighs or calves.


  Yet, the harder he pushed them, the more they responded to the effort. People began to see the quality of one another, and nobody wanted to be shown up by anyone else. Effort redoubled on effort. The dinner meals became alive with talk. Some people even began to smile. And to laugh. And to joke amongst themselves, all around the general’s campfire. While the general sat back and watched. And allowed the faintest hint of satisfaction to cross his otherwise expressionless face.


  For Joonta, it was a solid challenge. One she threw herself into with as much effort as she could muster. And for once, Nateel seemed to be finding her footing too. She was not impressive to look at, but she knew her place in the formations as well as any of them now, and her legs and arms responded to the general’s commands even before her head knew what was happening. Even Nateel’s pony seemed to prick up its ears and hold its neck high.


  However, one single question lingered: would it be enough—in battle?


  As the general himself had said, they weren’t training for a procession.


  



  #


  



  The night before they broke camp, Joonta again found Nateel already up when Joonta returned from her turn on the watch.


  “Aren’t you exhausted?” Joonta asked. “This has been the hardest score of days in your life.”


  “Is it that obvious?” Nateel asked.


  “You’re thinner at the waist, I can tell that much,” Joonta said.


  “Privation I can endure,” Nateel said. “I am no stranger to it.”


  “You’ve not felt the sting of an enemy’s blade against your flesh,” Joonta said sternly. “Will your wits remain certain when it’s your own blood being spilled?”


  “Why do you want me to fail?” Nateel said, getting up off the log at the side of their tent where she’d been seated. She was barely a shadow of a shape in the thin moonlight, but Joonta could see Nateel’s chin thrust violently forward.


  “I’ve seen our archers panic and die,” Joonta said. “Good ones. Archers who were expert with their bows. During practice. And yet, the chaos of battle unnerved them. Disastrously.”


  “I kept my head when the general’s caravan was attacked,” Nateel said.


  “Mountain toughs looking for a quick meal aren’t who the general plans to fight,” Joonta said. “The Northern Empire awaits. The army of the Empress will not turn and flee at the first sign of organized resistance.”


  “Then you are practically as inexperienced as I,” Nateel said, her chin still thrust out. “Oh, you’ve been on many mountain patrols, Joonta. You count yourself a veteran. But like you said many nights ago, you never faced Syqarians. Some of the others in the guard have. You did not.”


  Joonta felt her ears grow hot. A swift desire to raise a fist and strike Nateel welled up in Joonta’s heart. The smaller woman had deeply insulted Joonta’s martial pride. Who was this runt to question Joonta’s judgment, when it came to matters of battle?


  “Go ahead,” Nateel said, “hit me. If it’s that important to you to prove your point, you can knock my teeth out. It won’t change the fact that you know I’m right.”


  Joonta’s blood thundered in her ears.


  One blow, across the face. That’s all it would take to send Nateel sprawling. And yet . . .


  “Go take your turn on the watch,” Joonta said flatly.


  The women glared at each other for a long, tense moment, then Nateel walked past Joonta, abruptly brushing Joonta’s shoulder in the process.


  



  #


  



  The caravan slow-marched for a dozen days, carefully winding its way from pass to bowl to stream to valley, and to another pass again. The rogues of the mountains kept their distance. It seemed to Joonta that word had gone ahead—caution, this caravan had teeth. At each meal break, the general put his guard through their paces. Quick-sprint exercises. And at the start of each new leg of the journey, Joonta and Nateel were sent forward to scout the path.


  They were three days from the border of the city-state of Zurr when the ambush happened.


  Without warning, a small stone bridge which crossed one of the river Zurr’s tributaries, went up in a violently spectacular demonstration of warrior-mage demolitions proficiency.


  Suddenly halted in their tracks, and unable to cross the water, the caravan was set upon by a substantial force of armed and armored men. Many dozens of them. Perhaps as much as a company? They came from either side of the ravine, down the mountain slopes and out of the trees where they’d been previously positioned. Waiting.


  Their silky-smooth, shouted speech was alien to Joonta’s ears.


  “Imperial raiders!” General Erel shouted.


  The forward scouting party—which had been on the other side of the bridge when it had been destroyed—wheeled its ponies. Joonta and Nateel watched in gape-mouthed horror as the wagons came under direct attack. Without thinking, Joonta sent her pony down the bank and into the cold water. The animal whinnied with complaint as it forded the stream. A glance over her shoulder told Joonta that Nateel was directly behind her. They rode up onto the bank at the other side, and set off at a full gallop to join the melee.


  The Syqarians and Haynians had fallen into protective ranks around the wagons and the civilians. The general called his guard into a wedge-shaped battle formation with himself near the tip, and the swept edges facing out towards the enemy: shieldmen in front, spearmen behind, archers in back of the spearmen, and warrior-mages in back of the archers.


  Volleys of Imperial arrows began to pepper the caravan.


  Joonta felt her nerves come alive, as she observed the fighting from afar. This was it. Would the new training take hold, or would the general’s guard crumble? The Imperial forces—two waves, closing from opposite directions—hadn’t seemed to notice either Joonta or Nateel yet. The Coamians were either too far away, or the Imperials didn’t think two women riding ponies posed much of a threat.


  Joonta could see the general’s wedge—coiled like a spring, ready for violence.


  Joonta shouted over her shoulder to her comrade.


  “Nateel! Be ready! We have to try to pull their focus off of the general!”


  Nateel merely nodded, her legs clamped hard to the sides of her pony as the animal galloped forward.


  Joonta was practically panting in time with her own steed. By now hundreds of arrows decorated the sides of the general’s wagons. Several unlucky men had already gone down, and the shields of those who still stood, were festooned with Imperial shafts.


  A single, deafening war cry went up from the Imperial troops. They were pushing for full envelopment.


  But Erel’s voice was louder than them all.


  “VOLLEY!” he yelled.


  Arrows spat out of the general’s formation and stuck fast in Imperial shields as well as Imperial men.


  The ponies slowed, and both Joonta and Nateel closed on the nearest enemy flank. The Imperials were stacked up on each other, trying to use body weight as much as muscle to crack the general’s wedge. Joonta’s bow was in her hand and she began rapid-nocking arrows, not necessarily bothering to aim because at that range, it was impossible to miss. Nateel did the same. Five men were down before the alarm cry went up, and the Imperial flank whirled to face the Coamian archers.


  “CONCUSSIVES!” Erel yelled.


  The warrior-mages deployed their wares. Tiny clay jars wrapped in waterproof, tarred cloth, were sling-launched over the heads of the imperials. The ground where the jars landed blew open with thunderous explosions, flinging some of the imperials away—like rag dolls in a storm.


  Joonta felt the blasts, as well as heard them, and momentarily had to get control of her pony as the animal went wide-eyed and threatened to bolt. Nateel was almost thrown off her steed, but managed to keep one fist knotted in the animal’s mane, which she used to upright herself in the saddle and bring her steed to bear.


  “VOLLEY!” Erel commanded again. The Mighian bows snapped shafts into Imperials, who had become confused trying to fight the Coamians on horseback, and the general’s wedge at the same instant. But the enemy on the opposite side was undistracted. They crashed into the general’s shieldmen. Erel’s wedge formation compressed dangerously as the shieldmen were literally pushed back, sandals sliding on the ground; the groaning and yelling of the Imperial troops being matched by Erel’s shouted call for his guard to keep the line intact.


  “SPEARS OUT!” Erel commanded.


  The Combine spearmen thrust in unison.


  Imperials screamed and died.


  Joonta loosed more arrows, point blank. Into faces, into chests, into shields. Return fire came in the form of Imperial shafts whipping past Joonta’s head as she guided her pony back around the way she’d first come.


  “We have to take the pressure off the other side!” Nateel shouted.


  “I know!” Joonta replied. Together the women rode back toward the tip of the arrowhead, and around to where the Imperials were like a single wave, crushing the wedge.


  “SPEARS OUT!” Erel commanded.


  Thrust, stab, kill.


  “SPEARS OUT!” he commanded again.


  Thrust, stab, kill.


  But it was not enough. The line was too tight, and broke with an almost audible snap. And suddenly the enemy was in among the general’s guard, blades slashing.


  “SWORDS!” Erel cried. Joonta had a brief glimpse of the old Haynian as he had his own shield up and his own sword out, his crested helmet thrust high and his eyes almost glowing from behind the helmet’s slits: his teeth bare, ready for what was to come. She plowed her pony into the mess and fired arrows down into Imperial backs as fast as she could nock them. Men screamed and turned on her with rage. Joonta’s pony reared up and whirled away from the danger, horse’s blood flying, and throwing her off the animal’s back. Per training, Joonta tucked and tumbled, letting her bow clatter to the ground while the injured pony fled.


  When Joonta got to her feet, Nateel was there, offering a hand down from her place in her saddle.


  “Climb up!” Nateel yelled. “You shoot, I ride!”


  Joonta—scraped and bruised—took Nateel’s hand, and helped pull herself up onto the pony’s back. Nateel’s bow passed wordlessly between the women, then they were off. It was much easier to aim, now that someone else was managing the problem of the pony. Joonta put three more men down—arrows buried into faces and necks—before a surprising thing happened.


  “For the general and the Combine, HUUAH!” Nateel screamed, loud enough for the entire guard to hear. So loud, and with such force, in fact, that Joonta would have sworn Nateel was not capable of uttering such an inhuman noise.


  The effect was immediate.


  The general’s guard as a whole erupted with a loud, unified: HUUAH! Joonta's voice was higher-pitched than most, but it was among the loudest.


  And just like that, the Imperials broke and ran. Perhaps half the number which had initially attacked, turned and began fleeing back up the slopes. Panicked. Disorganized. Whipped. Nateel sent her pony after them, hollering at the top of her lungs while Joonta exhausted the last of the arrows. When it became clear that the defeat had become a full rout, Joonta tugged at Nateel’s arm and shouted, “They’re done! We don’t want to get too far from the wagons, lest the Imperials regroup and turn on us!”


  Nateel slowed her pony and guided it back around to where the wagons were huddled. When they approached the general—his helmet off, clutched in one hand—Nateel’s animal was covered in froth, and shivering from exertion.


  Both Nateel and Joonta slid off the pony’s back, allowing it to rest and catch its breath.


  “Nicely done,” General Erel remarked, tipping his head. “There was a moment where I thought they had us. You kept them occupied just enough for us to . . . well, we can conduct an after-battle examination later. Right now we have wounded and dead to attend to. That, and finding an alternate route to Zurr. Losing the bridge is no minor calamity.”


  “We will find a way, sir,” Joonta said, looking at Nateel. “We can ride up and down the stream, looking for a shallow, slow point where the current won’t threaten the wagons, nor sweep away men on foot.”


  “Good.” Erel said. “Nateel, walk your pony back, allow it to drink, then make haste. Unless my eyes deceive me, Joonta, the pony that threw you is already at the water’s edge. Hopefully only grazed? I expect your report as soon as you have it.”


  Joonta and Nateel mutually nodded, then set off at a fast walk, the horse in tow. Out of the corner of her eye, Joonta noted the erectness of Nateel’s posture. The calmness in the shorter woman’s expression.


  Wordlessly, Joonta reached up and tapped a fist on Nateel’s shoulder. Not hard enough to hurt. But with enough force to make her sentiment known. A tiny smile crossed Nateel’s lips, then she too reached up and tapped a fist on Joonta’s shoulder. Whatever else happened, things were going to be different from now on. Between them.
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  THEY ALSO SERVE


  by Tedd Roberts


  The operating room was as quiet as it was empty. Entering it, Tobias Toby Greene, M.D. felt uneasy, but couldn't immediately figure out what was wrong. It hit him suddenly: Ah, that was it, operating rooms are rather cramped but this one was a vast open space with only an operating table in the center. It should have had supply cabinets on the walls, a large anesthesia/monitoring device, instrument table with all of the sterilized tools for surgery, microscopes, lights, monitors… and people…where are the people?


  Instead of white walls and ceiling, the room seemed to recede into the distance, even into an infinity itself; dim, gray, and empty. Again Toby wondered: Where were the people? There should have been another surgeon, an anesthesiologist, several nurses, students, residents, medical device company representatives…


  Toby's hands felt strange—wet, cold, sticky—he looked down at the blood and the scalpel in his left hand. What was he doing? He couldn't remember. He noticed then that he was not alone. There was a patient, chest open, heart beating slowly. There should have been sound. The heart monitor should have been beeping in synch with the heart. There should have been sounds of life, air movement, clicking of the respirator, but there was nothing. Toby heard nothing, felt nothing, and could only see the open surgical field in front of him. What was he doing here? What was the surgery? Who was the patient, and what was he supposed to do?


  Looking at the patient, another soldier, still in his uniform, cut open to reveal the chest cavity. Heart still beating. Slower. There should be sound, people… something. Toby tried to move his hand down to the surgical field, but it was hard, the air was thick, slowed his movements like running in water. Where is everybody?


  Glancing upward, Toby saw a glass front observation gallery. They didn't build those anymore, did they? He hadn't seen one since Medical School. There's someone there, fuzzy and indistinct… Who?


  The image swirled, cleared, and went into focus. It was Victoria, little Billy and Sally, in the yellow dress he'd bought for her eighth birthday. That wasn't right, Sally was older, married, had her own children and Billy was overseas. But there she was, just like at her party, hair in pigtails, arm and knee pads, holding a soccer ball. They were pointing, shouting, but Toby couldn't hear them through the glass. They were pointing at the patient on the table.


  Toby turned toward the patient. Billy. It was Billy on the table, chest open, bleeding, heart beating, slowing. Toby could see Billy's face; his eyes were open, staring. His mouth was open, screaming… but no sound was coming out.


  It all materialized around him; the noise, the crowd, the smell of blood. He felt dread. Monitors beeped Alarms sounded their blood chilling wail. A nurse was at his elbow, the room was crowded. The Chief of Surgery was telling the students and residents that they needed to leave now. It the distance, someone was screaming. The beeping stopped and a new alarm sounded.


  "Doctor, he's going into arrest." Toby heard the nurse but he still couldn't move. Everyone was staring at him and Billy was dying and someone was screaming… and it was him.


   


  Toby sat up in the bed with a start. His mouth was open as if to scream. Instead of that, though, he simply exhaled sharply. The sheets beneath him were damp and clinging with sweat. There was faint sound of surf. He'd had to start using the noise generator when the nightmares got worse. He looked at the clock. 3:30—oh-dark-thirty as Billy would call it. Billy. This time it was Billy, that was new.


  He had rounds at six and needed to be in his office by five-thirty, so he might as well get up now. He'd get on the computer and send Billy a text before he showered. It was… he picked up his watch from the nightstand, pressed the dual time zone button and read the illuminated face… afternoon for Billy. He'd be busy until later, but at least it wasn't the middle of his night.


  Toby sat for a moment on the edge of his bed. In one of those meaningless thought-clearing rituals, he ran his hands a couple of times through his short hair. He turned on the small lamp on the stand. It was very dim, just enough to see the outline of the bedroom furniture so that he didn't wake Janine when he had midnight shift or early rounds. He snorted. Not that it was a problem now. He wouldn't be waking Jany… and hadn't for several months.


  Small night lights throughout the house kept the darkness at bay and allowed him to get to the kitchen without bumping in to anything. Declining to turn on the overhead, he fixed a cup of coffee by the dim lighting—everything was where he left it, and the power to the machine remained on at all times, since he never knew when he'd need to wake up and go to work on an accident victim or trauma case. Surgeons lived on caffeine, they'd set up an IV drip in the OR if allowed. Nicotine, too, usually, but he'd given that up after his heart attack scare three years ago. Into the computer room. Jany refused to call it an office even though she'd put in his-and-hers desks. The monitor was too bright for his dark-adapted eyes, but he waited a few moments for them to adjust, sent the text to Billy, checked for overnights from the residents and headed to the shower.


   


  Even though he'd taken his time getting ready, and in the dark, to boot, he left the house by 4:30 AM. The drive in to the medical center was uneventful; it was still too early for much traffic. There was a video billboard just before the turnoff to the hospital. It was bright and eye-catching in the pre-dawn twilight. Toby grunted at the news headline displayed: “Scientists warn: New comet on close approach to Earth.” It was always like that, Toby thought, new comet will be brighter than ever… oops, new comet fizzled and no one can see it even with a telescope.


  He was in his office by five AM; the lack of traffic had helped. An hour reading the residents' case notes, a new article on surgical robotics, and some departmental emails took him to time for rounds. He'd donned his white coat and joined the group of medical students and residents visiting each of his patients.


  Standing in the hospital room, he listened silently as a student nervously presented the chief complaint. “The p-patient presented with abdominal p-pain, blood tests w-were incon…inconclusive, b-but abdominal ultrasound and CT were consistent with diverticulitis. There was evidence of leakage and possible rupture…” The student continued with the surgical findings and treatment plan for the patient. Toby gave a slight smile and nodded as she demonstrated a clear understanding of the particular challenges presented by the patient. The Chief Resident continued with the questions to both patient and student while Toby watched and observed. Good kid, gaining confidence as she goes. Toby thought.


  Toby was not a particularly demonstrative person—he preferred quiet correction to outbursts of anger. During a minor surgical procedure in the outpatient clinic, a first-year resident got confused and closed an incision with the wrong type of stitches. The Chief Resident was preparing to yell at the inexperienced doctor, but Toby merely whispered “not in front of the patient” and stepped in to fix the wound closure.


  “Have you ever seen how a plastic surgeon does a subcutaneous suture?” he asked both doctors. When they both responded in the negative, he winked at the patient and replied “Watch this, then. You'll like how this heals up with minimal scarring,” and proceeded to instruct both residents while calmly reassuring the patient.


  As he was leaving the clinic later, Toby overheard the senior resident talking to the younger one. “See why I try to get his shift?” and he hid a smile behind a false cough.


  Even if there was disagreement even with a colleague, he preferred to move to an available conference area and calmly discuss with all parties involved rather than allow argument in front of patients, family or even other colleagues. Most of his students and colleagues knew that the only sign of stress or anger they were likely to see out of him was when he started rubbing his hands back and forth across his scalp and through his buzz-cut hair. He always did his best to keep any pressure he was feeling under control…and inside.


  The conference room door, just off the surgical floor, opened. Standing at the door, the Chief of Surgery, Johannes Geuiszlerr motioned and asked, “Tobias. Do you have a minute?” The German accent made it sound like an order.


  Johannes Geuiszlerr had started his education in a very strict German medical college, and never called him just 'Toby.' It was always 'Tobias' even though Geuiszlerr himself insisted on being called 'John.' Toby had known the Chief of Surgery for years, though, and they'd become good friends. Geuiszlerr's mode of address no longer struck him as being formal, but more of an affected habit.


  “Just a moment, John, let me check on the afternoon appointments.” He checked the schedule entries on his phone—at least 40 minutes until he needed to be in the outpatient clinic. “Sure, I've got probably thirty minutes.”


  “Good. Let's use my office.” Geuiszlerr led the way to the corner office in back, while larger than the others, it was still rather plain—functional, rather than ostentatious—much like Toby's own. The two of them were alike in many respects, and Toby was pretty certain that he knew what John wanted to discuss.


  “John, if this is about…” he started as Geuiszlerr closed the office door.


  “Actually, I was going to tell you that the Dean gave his approval for internal funding of Phase Three. What did you think I wanted?” Geuiszlerr sat behind the desk, looked intently at Toby and raised his eyebrows.


  “Oh. Well, I figured Jany had called you again. I swear I can't get her to stop tapping into the security logs. I'm not her problem anymore, she made that very clear.”


  “Now that you mention it, Tobias, I have heard from her, but only because Liese had lunch with Janine last Friday. She is still concerned, you know. From what my wife tells me, your wife believes you are still having recurring nightmares.” Geuiszlerr started looking through the papers on his desk, clearly searching for something.


  “Ex-wife, John, she's not my wife anymore.” Toby crossed his arms and glared at his superior until John looked up from his search.


  “Ah, that's not quite true, Tobias. I happen to know that Janine has not actually filed anything yet. Liese does not gossip, but she knows when to tell me everything I need to know about my surgeons.”


  Toby looked away as John returned his stare with the exact same intensity. He started to brush one hand through his hair, pushing down on the short stubble, moving it back and forth like the bristles on a brush. He looked down at the two business cards his superior held in his hands. “Close enough, it's just a matter of time. So what's that?” he nodded toward the cards.


  John looked down, almost as if in surprise at what he held. “Oh, these. One is someone to whom you should talk. I do not wish to discover that you are writing prescriptions for yourself.” Toby tried to protest, but John waved it off and handed Toby one of the cards. “You would not be the first to decide that medication works for the doctor as well as the patient. The other is a message from General Odle, who wants to see you next week. You must promise to do the first before I will give you the second.”


  Toby thought a moment. “And if it's Phase Three that is responsible for the other?”


  “Then you will need to see our friend first, before you see the General,” Geuiszlerr said. “You must promise me in any event. I am concerned about you, Tobias. You should go take some time at my cabin. Walk in the woods and sit by the stream. Maybe bait and toss a hook, too. It would do you well.”


  "I understand," replied Toby. He paused again, then reached for the cards. "I promise. After surgery tomorrow I don't have clinic for two days. I will see if he can fit me in, then we'll see about the General. As for the other…well…we'll see."


   


  The schedule of a trauma surgeon was never entirely predictable. Where possible, the Surgical Service scheduled planned surgical procedures for a single day of the week for their surgeons, with two clinical days and two on-call days to handle the aforementioned emergencies. Too many calls came in late in the day or in the middle of the night asking for Toby to come in and patch up an accident victim transported to University Medical Center for immediate treatment. Today was a 'standard' surgical day for Toby with the first of four surgeries scheduled to start at seven AM.


  After his now customary jolting wake-up, Toby tried to get a few hours more sleep before heading into the hospital. Despite having forgotten his promise to John Geuiszlerr a week ago, Toby had decided to moderate the balance between sleep and caffeine. Even though his primary job was to direct the microsurgical robots, he still occasionally needed to actually wield a scalpel. Still, the temptation to write a 'scrip for nicotine patches was growing, particularly since he found himself getting irritated at the higher than normal traffic on his drive in. As it was, he almost missed the news headline before his exit: "Comet Slowing, Scientists Can't Explain."


  He let the residents handle most of the patient rounds this morning as he checked the case notes for today's procedures: microvascular repair—post-amputation; microvascular repair—amputation sparing; tissue repair with microvascular complications—gastrointestinal; myocardial repair. Without even looking at the history-and-physical, he could just about categorize the cases: soldier, one each—well, the first two anyway, the third could have been an unfortunate civilian catching a gunshot, and the fourth could be a heart attack. He knew that one from personal experience. On the other hand, since the surgeries were scheduled and not emergencies, they were probably soldiers. Ever since the Army had supported his development of the nanosurgical robots, he'd become their principal referral surgeon. The fact that his hospital was practically next door to a major staging base for deploying and returning troops played a role as well.


  He checked to make sure he had the coded scans and targets for each of the patients, and downloaded them to a chip that he would insert into the control console in surgery. The 'bots would do most of the fine work, but he needed to direct them and be able to take over if things went south. The residents and his fellows attending would handle opening and closing, so he'd likely need just a couple of hours per patient. Time for more coffee, and then go scrub in.


  Before he left the office, two messages popped up on his screen. One was from Billy: "Dad, I'm fine, quit worrying, you don't have to text me every other day. In fact, I should be back in a few weeks. Command is rotating us home soon. Best, -Billy." Ah, good. That's better, even if it won't stop the nightmares. Unconsciously, he raised both hands over his head, intertwined the fingers and started to brush his hands through his hair. At least it wasn't Billy on the table in this morning's dream—although the cyborg-like creature wasn't much of an improvement. Speaking of which… The second message was from Sheila, the departmental administrator manager. She handled appointments for the faculty, and it was a notice that he had an appointment with a Ms. Guerra at 11 AM Thursday morning. Oh. That's right, he'd promised Geuiszlerr. John must have gotten tired of waiting and scheduled it for him. Okay, he'd go—he'd meant to in the first place.


  Ten hours later he'd finished all four procedures and still managed time to eat and take care of essential functions. He felt dirty and sweaty and needed to clean up before heading home—not to mention a shower would help to keep him awake for the drive home. There was no hurry, no one else would be there anyway, so he headed for the surgeon's locker room, tossed the soiled scrubs in the laundry return and went to stand under the scalding hot water. The procedures had gone well, and he'd called it exactly right, this morning. Three bomb victims, one gunshot, all four were soldiers that he'd ensured would live to fight another day. He'd managed to save the leg, and the amputee would now be suited to accept prosthetics; he'd repaired the pericardium and the kid who'd been gut-shot would live the rest of his life with three fewer inches of small intestine—but they all would live.


  He did good work. It was essential—he saved people, soldiers and civilians alike, gave them back 'quality of life.' He kept telling himself that.


   


  Silvia Guerra came to his office promptly at 11. The Medical Center had a policy of providing in-office counseling for faculty with therapists that didn't scream 'shrink' when they showed up for their 'consultation.' Toby appreciated the discretion, but it wasn't as if everybody in the academic offices didn't know everyone else's business anyway.


  He'd been dreading the meeting, because he knew exactly what she would decide—that he had lost 'it'—the motivation, drive they makes a surgeon the best in his field. He'd felt it this morning on the drive in. Normally a precise, focused driver, he'd been distracted, drove right past a patrol car at too fast a speed, then almost panicked when the officer turned on his flashing lights and went past him chasing a car that had been going even faster. The news headline didn't even get a second glance this morning: "Not a comet? Signs of Intelligence, Say Astronomers."


  "Ms. Guerra?" Toby greeted his visitor and directed her to a pair of comfortable chairs set away from his desk. "Or is it Dr. Guerra?"


  "It's Doctor, Dr. Greene, but actually I hope you will call me 'Sylvia'," the counselor said as she sat in one of the chairs.


  "Very well, Silvia. In that case, it's 'Toby'" he said taking the other chair. "Although if you've been talking to John Geuiszlerr, he probably has you inclined to say 'Tobias,' and I'd really rather you didn't." Silvia laughed. It was a nice laugh. She was older than he was, with a full head of white hair and smile lines around the eyes. Toby might even have relaxed, if he hadn't been dreading this meeting so much.


  "To start with, I am very glad we're not talking across a desk. I find that we have a more relaxed conversation without a symbol of authority in the way." She gestured at the neat desk, and then the plaques and framed certificates on the wall. "Although the main reason for meeting in your seat of power is to put you more at ease… and you're not at ease, Toby."


  "I'm not entirely sure I want my head shrunk, Doctor. I have my hands inside enough patients that I'm not that comfortable with having someone else in my head."


  "So it's back to Doctor, is it?" The laugh came again, then she turned serious. "Toby, I'm not here to psychoanalyze you, 'bench' you or make you give up coffee." She stopped at his expression, smiled, and continued. "Oh, come on, you do realize I've counseled a few surgeons before, right?" The smile was genuine, and Toby realized she was trying hard to project a 'kindly grandmother' aura… and it was working.


  "Let me start with what I already know. You are 55 years old, widely regarded as the top trauma surgeon in the state, if not the country. You and your wife separated 6 months ago after 28 years of marriage. You have two children, older daughter—married, giving you two grandchildren—and a younger son in the Army. And you feel grief because your subconscious puts your son's face on every single soldier you lose on the table and guilt for every one you send back into combat."


  Toby said nothing, just stared back at her, his face slack.


  "So now you have nightmares every night, get too little sleep, drink too much coffee and you're thinking about taking up nicotine again because you're too proud and stubborn to think about prescription drugs. And that, young man, is a good thing, because if you prescribed them for yourself, we would have to bench you."


  Toby thought for a moment. All he could think of for an answer was "Yes, Ma'am" because she really did remind him of his grandmother the time she had caught him in his grandfather's study, reading the books that were 'too old' for him. He sighed. "Yes, I know. John… and Jany are worried. I just can't shake the feeling that this just isn't right." He paused as she looked intently at him. "Oh, not that it's wrong patching these kids up, but that so many of them just go back into combat."


  "It's their choice, Toby" she said, quietly. "You don't make them go back. You make it possible for them to live. The rest is up to them." She waited a moment for that to sink in. "Toby, I suspect what you really need is to talk, and I don't think you've had anyone around to listen. Tell me about the nightmares."


  Toby sat back, started rubbing his scalp, and started telling about the early ones, the medical school anxiety dreams he hadn't experienced in over 20 years, until they resurfaced last year. He told of the surgery dreams, the helplessness, the dread, the times he saw his own family in the patients, finishing with this morning's dream with the cyborg. When he finished, he realized he'd been talking for more than an hour. Sylvia had not taken notes, and he couldn't see a recorder, but he had the impression she had at least mentally recorded and stored every story he had told.


  Then again, if I can miniaturize a surgical trauma team, who knows how small a recorder can get?


  Neither of them had even looked at the time during the session until Toby caught a glimpse of his desk clock as he related the final dream. It was well after lunch, and Sylvia probably had other clients. As if reading his mind, she nodded and reached into her bag, pulling out a small leather-bound book. The cover said simply 'Grief' in gold on the pale leather material.


  "Toby, take this. Read it. There are also places for you to write inside, to find your own way through this time. I take back part of what I said earlier—there is no guilt in you, and I think you actually know that. But a near loss is still a loss as far as the human mind is concerned, and it doesn't matter if you aren't close to the boys and girls you work on. Maybe you should, but that's up to you. What you do need is time. Both time to grieve and time away from here." She held up a hand as Toby started to protest. "I said I wouldn't bench you, but how long has it been since you've had a vacation?"


  "Well, there was the conference in Aspen last fall…"


  "No, a real vacation—time away from work and the clinic and the OR. Go fishing, camping, hike the Appalachian Trail or dive a South Pacific atoll." She looked at him sternly this time.


  It was such a contrast, it almost made him laugh, but he wasn't certain how she would take that. He raised one hand and started to absently rub his scalp, and answered simply, "It was Jany and my 25th, and we went to Hawaii. I don't think I could bear to do that right now, but John's been offering to let me use his place in the mountains."


  "Do it then" she said, standing up and picking up her bag. She touched the elbow of his upraised hand, halting the unconscious habit. ". . . and you might even let your hair grow out a bit while you are at it."


  Toby considered her advice after she left the office. He could talk to John. It should be sooner rather than later. He picked up the phone to call just as his pager went off. Dialing the call-back number on the pager instead of Geuiszlerr - it was the Trauma desk. He quickly got the basics: highway accident upstate, female patient coming in by airlift, severe abdominal injuries. There wasn't enough time to pre-program the surgical nanobots, so this one would require much more hands-on work.


  He put the phone down. The patient would be arriving in 10 minutes and they'd have to prep her for OR. He had enough time for an email to John. This would only take 2 minutes; it's not as if he needed to take time to check whether he had accrued the necessary vacation hours…


   


  It was nearly midnight when Toby got home, there had actually been two patients to treat, male and female, both from the same accident, different vehicles. John Geuiszlerr had taken the second case to stabilize the young man while Toby stabilized the woman and directed the nanosurgery. Once that was underway, he switched places with John and finished up the second patient. He'd heard the nurses speculating as to which patient had caused the accident, but frankly, that was not something he dared think about; it was bad enough he dwelled on the issues of patching up soldiers only for them to return to combat.


  Now after the long day, he sat in the dining room. Jany hadn't taken her share of the furniture yet, and the straight-backed formal chairs always made his back feel better after a long day of standing in the OR. He looked over at the liquor cabinet with its selection of single malt Scotch whisky. A sabbatical in Scotland had gotten him interested at a late enough age that he could afford the good stuff. He started to reach for a glass but reconsidered. Too much caffeine, a craving for nicotine, and now drinking alone; it was not a healthy situation.


  He sighed and headed for the computer room instead. Billy's message needed an acknowledgement and he should check email as well. He'd briefly talked to John, but they'd both been preoccupied with surgery, so he wasn't expecting anything on the leave request yet. About half of his Inbox was the professional equivalent of junk mail, but important messages came in all day long… such as this one from General Odle. The general wanted to meet on Friday, and it was urgent. Toby would have to rearrange some of his clinic appointments, but it could be done.


  He sent an acknowledgement and a message to the clinic scheduler to block out the time. Next, he typed a brief message to Billy. After thinking about it for a long time, he sent a message to John Geuiszlerr as well, and then logged out without even looking at the news feeds.


   


  It seemed as if physical exhaustion might be the solution to the nightmares, since Toby had a reprieve following that long Wednesday. Fortunately, Thursday was not as tiring - rounds, case presentations, one clinic consult and a brief OR visit to assist a colleague who was still getting accustomed to using the surgical nanobots. Unfortunately, the nightmare was back early Friday morning. Again, he tried to go back to sleep, resulting in a rush to make it to the hospital in time for morning rounds. He was distracted and paid no attention to the traffic or the headline: "SIGNALS FROM SPACE!"


  Toby was falling apart, he knew it, and he'd have to do something about it soon. I don't even remember the drive in this morning. Such distraction was dangerous for a surgeon. He rubbed his face, then his hair. Shape up, Toby. Your next meeting is with someone who will see right through you; better get your game face on.


  General Maxwell Odle would be on time, if not early - military life had instilled punctuality and precision, but the precision was also tempered by the General's natural good humor. Far from the stereotyped barrel-chested, hard-drinking, cigar-chewing officer - Max Odle was about five years older than Toby - tall & slim, nonsmoking and a tee-totaler. He'd been an Army surgeon before the Pentagon had put him in charge of medical technology development for Joint Services. Toby had first met Max while "on-loan" to a military hospital to train trauma surgeons. Max had actually been a patient the first time they'd met, injured in a helicopter crash. After learning of the surgical techniques which had saved his life, Max had requested assignment to the research-and-development team and advocated adoption of the surgical nanobots by all military branches. Eventually he'd become the DoD liaison, and the two had developed a close friendship over those years.


  As expected, Max was early and waiting when Toby arrived at the office. After the usual greetings, Max stepped back and looked Toby up and down. He remarked, "You look like hell, Son."


  "Not a lot of sleep, Max. Coffee?" Toby turned to the coffee maker on the credenza behind his desk and pulled two clean mugs off of the rack. There were more there; mugs sporting logos from various professional societies and well as one from Max's own branch of the DOD.


  "Sure. Black and bitter… Which is pretty much what you look like - that or one of my boys fresh off your surgical table. Somehow, I don't think insomnia's the whole story."


  "Well, considering that you're probably here to move up the schedule on Phase Two, I don't foresee much of a change in my future." Toby selected a bold, dark roast, popped the capsule into the Keurig brewer, closed the machine and pressed the button to prepare the mug of coffee for Max. Hah, just like a one-armed bandit! Put in your 'money' and pull the handle. At least this one has a guaranteed payoff, he thought as he repeated the process with his own cup. He motioned Max to one of the chairs, and then went around to sit behind the desk.


  "Uh oh, putting the desk between us? Is it that bad?" asked Max, then answered his own question, "Actually, I suppose it is. This is about Phase Three, not Phase Two."


  "Huh. Well, I wanted to bring up the latest data on the Phase Two trials, but why don't you tell me what you mean by 'Phase Three'." Toby turned to face the screen on his desk so as not to show the surprise he felt. How can he know about Phase Three?. He touched the display to bring up the data in hopes that the reflection of colorful graphs on his face would mask his expression as he turned back to his visitor.


  Max placed his coffee mug on the edge of the desk and reached into his briefcase, pulling out a stack of papers. "The DOD and pretty much any first rate trauma surgeon in the world consider use of your surgical nanobots by an expert surgeon to be Phase One. Your own briefing to the Chiefs two years ago said that Phase Two would be pre-programmed, field-injectable nanobots for stabilizing patients on the battlefield and accident scene." Max pulled a bound document—about half of the stack - off the top of the papers in his hand, and waved it in Toby's direction. Max sat it down on the desk and held up the remainder of the paper—like the first, it was bound and covered with a logo from Max's office. "I've been going over your progress reports and publications—and you can't tell me you haven't thought of this one." He paused.


  Toby leaned back, placed his hands behind his head. "Go on."


  Max tapped the report with his other hand. "Phase Three. Prophylactic treatment. You and I both know it works—you leave a set of nanobots in every time you perform surgery to catch the leaks and repair the bits of residual damage. I also know that they remain active for a long time. I checked. My blood shows a residual trace; probably ten percent of the kids I've got in-theater right now do, too. I'd be willing to bet yours does, from a few years ago when you thought you were having a heart attack. Am I right?"


  A ghost of a smile showed briefly on Toby's face as he absent-mindedly started brushing his fingers through his hair. The smile vanished again as he sighed. "Yes, you're right. I had a report from one of the Combat Surgical Hospitals. There's a truck driver who has had the bad luck to catch three roadside bombs. First one just rung his bell, but the second one gave him the gift of shrapnel. He was sent here for a follow-up to extract a couple pieces that were too delicate for field surgery. Last year he caught number three and a ticket home—minus three fingers. The CSH reported that the amputation sites had closed and sealed off before they even got him into surgery. "Max whistled. "Yes! That's exactly what my team was predicting. I just didn't know it was confirmed."


  "Oh, there's more. Several cases of massive trauma that should have been fatal or required amputation. Jeremy Whatshisname, the truck driver? He'd had memory deficits after the first explosion but his memory is perfectly normal in his latest follow-up." Toby turned the screen to face Max. It contained charts and illustrations supporting the results. He leaned forward and stared at Max, and his eyes were full of pain.


  "We can do it, Max. You're right. We can do it… but should we?"


  Now it was Max's turn to sit back and think. "Is that what's getting you? Ah. Now I understand. Let me guess—stress, loss of appetite, headaches, nightmares?" Toby nodded. "Hell, Son, no wonder you look like crap. When did you last take a break from all of this?"


  "That's not the point, Max, and you know it. I patched that kid up! Jeremy. He came in here and was put on my surgical table; I pulled a one-inch piece of shrapnel away from his aorta and sent him back to the war. He was whole when he left here, and six months later was back missing three fingers. What's the point? I took an oath to 'First Do No Harm'!"


  "Yes it is the point, Toby, and you know it. Every one of those boys that goes back into combat chooses to redeploy. We have a mandatory full medical with psych before we let anyone go back. For combat arms, we even enforce a twelve-month lag before they can go back; your trucker was an exception since he's in transportation." Max caught and held Toby's gaze until Toby finally looked away. "You are too close, too stressed and too tired. You are saving lives, and can save even more, but not if you succumb to your own version of PTSD!"


  Toby dropped his head into his hands, elbows resting on the desk. He mumbled agreement and sighed again, but Max continued, "I can see that this isn't the time to press Phase Three. You clearly aren't tracking well and need a chance to get your headspace and timing back. We've got Phase Two rolling out on schedule and that will do for now." Max stood up, that leaned over the desk. "Toby, speaking as your friend, you need a break. Make up with your wife or find a new friend. Go fishing, go sailing, go camping… anything to get away. Now that I've seen this," he pointed to the screen, "I can take the time to have my team work up a revised scenario."


  Toby looked up into his friend's eyes. Max was the third person to now tell him virtually the same thing—get away from work—they even used nearly the same words. He looked… not defeated, but resigned. "I know, Max. You're right, I guess. I know it intellectually, but it's just so hard to convince myself." He tapped his computer screen again, sending the graphic report to Max, and then stood up to see him out the door.


  They stopped in the doorway, hands clasped, and then Max reached up to put his hand on Toby's shoulder. "Seriously, Toby. You need that break. It's going to be okay; and if this is about Billy, he's going to be okay, too. His unit's nowhere near the hot zone and is due to be rotated home in a few weeks."


  They said their goodbyes, and then Toby closed his office door, made a fresh cup of coffee and sat back down at his desk. There was a folder marked 'Action Items' that the department administrator updated every morning. In it was his leave request, authorized by John Geuiszlerr. Toby signed it, checked the contents of the folder for other critical items, and then dropped the signed form off with John's secretary on his way to the post-surgical floor to check on patients.


   


  The next week went by quickly as he made preparations for his leave. John had considered it critical enough to grant him up to one month at very short notice with 'orders' to take at least two weeks immediately. As a senior faculty member, Toby could go off of the 'on-call' roster and active surgical rotation at any time, although he was available to consult for critical cases any time he was at work.


  John had even dropped off the keys to the cabin, saying that he wouldn't be using it to enjoy the autumn colors this year, and told Toby to enjoy them for him. Whether that was actually true, or just removing any obstacles to his leave, Toby didn't know and was afraid to ask. Still, it was a wonderful place to get away, and he spent evenings packing and gathering provisions for a prolonged stay.


  The nightmares continued, but with no new patients, Toby could reduce his clinical load. He backed off more on the coffee and found that he was actually getting more sleep. A gradual transition was important or else the forced inactivity of his leave would be too much of a shock and might even be counterproductive.


  He ended work that Friday afternoon by finishing the case notes for the patient records he was leaving with colleagues. He checked on a the fabrication order for additional Phase Two nanobots as well as variant he would use if he decided to go forward with General Odle's Phase Three. Good. The order would be ready once he returned. These final tasks had to be completed before he left; there would be no way to check back except in an emergency. The cabin was only a few hours away, but it was in a mountain valley with limited cell phone and radio coverage. There was a TV, game system and movie player, but no internet, phone, satellite or cable. Toby would have a satellite-activated pager for emergencies, and John's son had installed a short-wave radio, but this was going to be a total break for the next few weeks.


  Toby finished the last of the paperwork, closed his office, and then stuck his head in the departmental admin's office to let her know he was leaving. His car was already packed, and he turned the opposite direction on exiting the parking lot—headed for the cabin and away from hospital and home. He hadn't paid much attention to the news, so was puzzled over the headline on the video billboard: "President Schedules Historic Meeting."


   


  In retrospect, Toby was surprised he'd lasted the first day, let alone nearly three weeks. He found himself immediately in a state of withdrawal from email and messaging, but the cabin needed a few minor repairs, and Toby decided to surprise the Geuiszlerrs by completing them himself. After the first few days exhausting himself with labor, he found it easier to fill his days with physical activity.


  The cabin had a small woodworking shop, and Toby spent a fair amount of time there, enjoying the feel of working with his hands without the burden of life-saving surgery. He hiked, fished a bit (although it was never his passion, the way it was with John), and gradually worked back into an exercise routine. After twenty days at the cabin with no nightmares in over a week, he checked the food stores and decided it would soon be time to head back to civilization.


  I'd probably better tidy things up, he thought. The new bench for the porch is finished, and I should winterize the place in case John doesn't get back here before the first freeze.


  The next day was spent cleaning up his workspace—sweeping out the shop and cabin, covering the outdoor items and tying down the covers. He wanted to sure everything was protected from the inevitable storms that could pop up suddenly this time of year. Throughout the past week, Toby had heard plenty of thunder, even though there had been no rain, so he'd better make sure everything was put under cover or lashed down.


  He also needed to check and service the generator before he left—he'd had to use it several times, including today. Toby turned off the lights, tools and workshop fan—he'd ignored the video games, movies and radio, preferring the silence instead—then disconnected the cut-out switch for the generator and powered it down. Power from the city was still out, so it was a good thing that John or his son had set up a mirror to reflect sunlight into the area housing the generator. He was able to drain the fuel and oil, clean, lubricate and refill the generator before the sun went down. He decided not to run it tonight; he could empty the refrigerator and make-do with the outdoor grill and lanterns for a single night.


  Toby was quite glad he had buttoned-up the cabin that night when a powerful storm struck the cabin. He'd heard thunder again during the day, but the lightning was rather odd—repeated blue-white flashes. There was plenty of wind, a bit of rain and a hint of smoke in the air, too. Probably from some trees hit by lightning, fortunately this air was usually pretty damp and not prone to wildfires at this time of year.


  The next morning Toby arose early to finish closing down the cabin. He still needed to check all of the property for storm damage and to make sure there was no chance of a fire from the lightning during last night's storm. He finished around mid-afternoon, packed his car, and started the five-hour drive back home.


  The closest town was about thirty miles from the cabin, and usually catered to the weekend influx of city tourists looking for flea-market bargains, hill-country art and fall foliage. The town was virtually empty. Granted, it would have been busier in the morning, but on a Saturday during peak autumn colors, it should have been filled with tourists and the small-town streets practically jammed with cars. Hmm, thought Toby, must be the County Fair.


  The rest of the trip down to the interstate and then on the highway home was uneventful. Traffic remained light, although there were an unusually large number of cars broken down on the side of the road. It was just getting dark as he pulled into his driveway. The garage door wouldn't open, but that might mean the batteries in the remote were dead. He'd check that tomorrow. Right now he needed to unpack the car or at least get the leftover food and dirty laundry out and into the house.


  Flicking on the light switch brought no response. The battery operated emergency lights were on in the hallway. A background hum told him that his backup generator was running, so he would have some power, just not on all of the circuits.


  He hadn't seen too many other signs of last night's storm until he'd neared his neighborhood. There was the occasional downed tree and debris lining the street. Although he hadn't seen any power lines down, it was a likely conclusion that the storm had knocked out the power. He checked the refrigerator and freezer, they were both still well-chilled, and the temperatures outside were cool but not cold, so the power outage was recent. The generator was fueled by natural gas—both from a city utility line and by a large pressurized reserve tank. Grabbing a flashlight from the kitchen, he checked the fuel—the tank was still full, so city gas must still be on. There was no point in wasting it, though. He'd used oil lamps in the cabin; he could save the fuel by continuing to use non-electric lighting.


  There was a distant 'boom' of thunder. No, not thunder, that sounded more like the explosive sound of a transformer failing. He should call the utility company, but the house phone was out and he'd neglected to charge his mobile. He'd just have to do that in the morning.


  As Toby thought about it, he had the growing feeling that something was not right, but couldn't quite place it. Since he hadn't wanted to deal with disconnecting the garage door from the powered opener, he'd left the car in the driveway. He paused from the unloading and stood watching as sunlight touching the trees and houses turned a deep red from the reflected sunset. The clear sky and sunset were at odds with the distant sounds of thunder. He listened for a while, and it was too quiet, there should have been machinery noises, children playing, and backyard barbecues. There was no-one else outside. He could hear a strange, distant buzzing sound, but otherwise the suburban neighborhood was even quieter than it had been at the cabin.


  With the light fading, he went inside, using house lights sparingly to unpack. When finished, he plugged in his phone into one of the generator-backed outlets to charge, turned out the lights and lit his grandfather's old hurricane lamp to save the generator's fuel. It had been a long day—a long three weeks, even—and he really didn't feel the need to do too much more tonight. He would deal with it tomorrow.


   


  He woke several times during the night. His dreams were uneasy, and he kept dreaming that he awoke to strange sounds outside. In the dream he knew that he was dreaming, and there was something urgent that he needed to do. He would try to wake up, only to realize that he was, in fact, still asleep. When Toby finally did awake, he felt drained of energy, as if he'd had to fight his way out of sleep. While it was not the full-blown nightmares he'd experienced before, it was still quite disturbing. Well, I guess it's too much to expect to reverse all of the stresses in just three weeks.


  He could hear the generator running, so he turned on a small bedroom lamp instead of the overhead lights. The bathroom was dim, but he could still see. Unfortunately, his shower was tepid—not exactly cold, but the generator did not operate the water heater and the residual heat had mostly drained away. He dressed in the dim light, and then went to the kitchen as the first morning light came in through the windows.


  He wanted a hot cup of coffee, but he didn't want to waste the generator fuel that implied. Tap water and instant had sufficed in pinch many times as a medical student and resident. It didn't taste very good, but it woke him up.


  This storm was bad news. This was now at least two days without power. He needed information, to contact the utility company, and he should check in at the hospital in case this was one of those emergencies requiring all available personnel. Without full power to the house, there was no way to check TV, radio or internet news, so Toby headed into his office. Since he really wasn't expected back for another week, showing up on a Sunday in casual dress would be acceptable.


  Driving out of his neighborhood and into the city, Toby saw more evidence that the storm had been quite severe. Traffic lights were out, and there were several automobile accidents or breakdowns. Traffic was quite light, but barricades had been set up at certain intersections—not to mention at the highway exit closest to the hospital. Toby drove on to the next exit, and then doubled back on surface streets. There was storm damage to several shops—broken windows, a collapsed roof—was that a car crashed through a front window? One store appeared to have actually been broken into. And looted. Even the big video billboard was blank—the first time Toby had ever seen it so.


  The gates in the hospital parking deck did not operate, but someone had broken one of the barrier arms. Toby drove around it and took a spot near on the lower level away from the main entrance. Even for a weekend, there were far fewer cars than there should have been—especially if the hospital was operating on an emergency basis. Toby exited the deck into a tunnel that bypassed the Emergency and Main hospital entrances and leading to the faculty and staff entrance of the clinical office building. The coded door locks were working, but much of the internal lighting was out or dimmed. The background roar of the hospital grade emergency generators was almost deafening outside, and still audible inside the building. He took the steps up to the Surgical Department offices on the sixth floor—fortunately the activity and exercise of the last three weeks had increased his wind and stamina. Even so, he was still winded by the climb.


  The offices were better lit, and there was a low hum of office electronics. Most of the power was on in here, even though there was no one else present. This was odd, since there should at the very least have been residents updating patient records and procedure notes. His office door was closed and locked, with a note stuck to it. Under the name plate on each door was a slot for a status marker: "In Surgery", "In Clinic", "On Call" and "Vacation" were typical. Someone, likely John Geuiszlerr, had inserted a plate which read "Sabbatical." That was certainly better than "Getting his shit together." The sticky note was unusual. The departmental admin had a master key, and always discretely placed notes, messages and call-backs in a folder on the surgeon's desk. A note stuck to the door was so unusual, that even if someone unfamiliar with the practice had left it, Sheila would have removed it almost at once.


  The note read simply "Call if seen—Security, 5-9999." Call if what is seen, or should that be who? Call if Security is seen? If Toby is seen? He crumpled the note, unlocked his door and entered his office.


  Sure enough, there was a blue folder on his desk from Sheila with his messages. The computer was showing the University Medical Center logo and login screen, so at least the internal network was up and running. Next to the desk were two wooden crates, each about two feet on a side. The top of the upper crate had been removed, revealing two aluminum cylinders in cushioning material—the crate was deep enough for there to be another two cylinders on the bottom.


  Before sitting down at the desk, Toby inspected the cylinders. Three were still sealed, including the lone cylinder with a red label reading 'Phase Three'. One of the blue-labeled 'Phase Two' cylinders had been opened. Another sticky note was attached. Geuiszlerr's characteristically messy handwriting read: 'SNx suppl critx, rmd 200k U 10/24—J.G.' The note meant that the supply of surgical nanobots was so low as to be critical. John had removed 200,000 units—about one one-percent of the total in that container on October Twenty-fourth—two days ago. While his colleague was perfectly authorized to retrieve and use the nanobots, there should not have been any need. The amount on hand in the OR should have been sufficient for the remainder of the year. The amount John had removed from the cylinder could suffice for several weeks' worth of surgeries.


  On the other hand, these were the Phase Two nanobots—suitable for field injection to stabilize a patient for transport and delays in getting to surgery. If John needed them for that reason, then the storm must have been much more severe than he thought. It was beginning to look like there was very wide-spread damage and casualties. He needed to find out what had happened.


  Toby tried to log in before he even sat down at the desk, but mis-keyed the login and had to try again. He succeeded on the second attempt—once fully seated - but was challenged by an additional screen which demanded confirmation of his credentials. He figured that the additional authorization was prompted by his missed login or by the fact that he hadn't been logged in for several weeks, and promptly forgot about it.


  Before checking the messages in the folder, he wanted to learn more about the storm. Unfortunately, the network appeared to only be partially active—with very few external sites active. The weather forecast application appeared current, but did not have any indications about the storm. The typical news sites were inaccessible and even the Current News block of the medical center page showed news from a week ago.


  Just then he heard the sound of footsteps running through the office cluster. He looked out the door of the office and saw two individuals hurrying through the office. One was a red-faced young man in a hospital security uniform; the other appeared to be in a military uniform. The guard stopped at Toby's door and tried to catch his breath, the soldier didn't appear to be winded. The guard waved a hand in Toby's direction and gasped, "Doctor (pant) Tobias (pant) Greene?"


  "Yes, I am Toby Greene."


  "Sir, (pant) can I confirm (pant) your ID?" Toby showed him his medical center badge and pulled out his driver's license. After checking the name and picture, the security officer nodded to the soldier, who keyed his radio headset, "Lt. Greene, he's here." There was a pause as the officer listened to a voice in his earpiece. "Yes, sir. I'll ask, sir." Looking at Toby, he continued, "Dr. Greene, my Lieutenant asks 'do you have nanobots'?"


  "Lieutenant… William C. Greene?" Toby asked. "My son?"


  "Yes, sir, he did mention that," The soldier replied. "Sir, I have orders to get you to the helipad as soon as possible. The nanobots?"


  Toby pointed at the two cases. The soldier looked at the still-panting guard, who shook his head. The soldier made a slight grimace and got back on the radio. "Lt. we have two large cases. I will need assistance." A pause, "Yes sir, at least three people."


  The soldier wore medic's insignia. When he was off of the radio, Toby asked, "The helipad? Is it a trauma case? I'm not really on call, I've been on leave."


  "Sorry sir, I think we need let the Lieutenant brief you. I was just told to bring you, the nanobots and to tell you it was a 'Phase Three Situation'."


  Phase Three. That wasn't a hospital code; Phase didn't really mean anything in that context, unless it referred to the nanobot Phase Three…


  Damn you, Max. What have you done?… and how did you get Billy involved? Toby stood up from behind his desk and addressed the guard, Son, catch your breath, and open that other crate, there's a pry bar on the floor where my colleague left it." Toby eyed the name and rank on the soldier's uniform. "Sergeant… Wohlrab… it will take two people each per crate, and it will be slow and awkward. You have three more people coming?" Sergeant Wohlrab nodded. "Good, you can each carry two cylinders. Might as well get them out of the packing and ready to go."


  As the two started unpacking the crates, Toby grabbed his white coat and the black 'doctor bag' that he always kept behind the door. The bag was actually a gym bag containing a change of clothes, toiletries and a set of clean scrubs, but it also held a basic set of few medical instruments and he kept it ready for emergency calls that involved heading out to accident and emergency sites.


  Three more soldiers arrived at the office, one of them wearing officer insignia. "Billy?"


  "Dad, are we glad to see you." Toby and his son exchanged a quick handshake and hug. "I'll brief you as we go, but we have to hurry." He spoke into his own radio. " 'Empress', this is 'Kermit', dust-off in ten minutes, one-zero minutes, keep it low and fast, there's still Grunts about."


  "Billy, what's going on?"


  "No time, Dad, we have to move." Each of the soldiers grabbed two cylinders, and the security guard opened doors as the six men hurried down the stairs and across the top of the parking deck to the helicopter landing pad. There was a small hanger for emergency maintenance or in case a medical transport had to outwait bad weather. They waited just inside the open hanger door as Billy continued to explain.


  "It's a new war, Dad, and this time it is aliens, just like in your old sci-fi books you let me read."


  "Aliens, what aliens?" Toby was confused—even as a boy, Billy had seldom lied and never made up stories, but this was a bit too much to believe.


  "Remember the 'Comet', Dad? The one that wasn't really a comet? Didn't you see the news?" Toby thought. The Comet? That was what the headlines were about?" He looked quizzically at Billy, who nodded in return. "Well, they have a weapon --


  Billy was interrupted by a voice on the radio, "Kermit, this is Empress, on approach. Make it quick, I've got Grunts on my tail." Toby raised an eyebrow and mouthed 'Kermit?' Billy gave a quick laugh and replied, "Well, Dad, you've always told me that it isn't easy being a Greene. Captain Sullivan… 'Empress'… gave me that call sign." The moment of shared humor was brief, and Billy turned to pick up his share of the cylinders and motioned for the other soldiers to do the same. "We have to be fast. The aliens have an energy beam that just kills people, the beam touches you; you die… except it doesn't work on everybody. Unfortunately, not enough of our troops are protected. We have to move quickly, Sullivan's got aliens chasing her."


  The wind picked up, and a loud beating sound signaled the arrival of a large military helicopter. It touched onto the landing pad, but seemed to bounce slightly, and the speed of the turning rotors never lessened. A soldier leaned out, helped him aboard, and handed him a spare helmet. Toby had used them before and knew that trying to talk onboard without the built-in radio would be impossible. He put on the helmet as one crewmember took the cylinders of nanobots and handed them to a crewmember to secure in back of the compartment.


  Before Billy and the others could board, he heard female voice over the helmet communicator, "Weapons hot, Grunts incoming. The crewman who had helped Toby into the helicopter moved to a mounted gun at the doorway as Billy climbed aboard. Sergeant Wohlrab and the other two soldiers shouldered their weapons and each took a knee, facing in the direction from which the helicopter arrived. "EMPRESS! Take us UP." Billy had just put on his own helmet, as he shoved his father into a seat and roughly secured him with a harness.


  As Billy moved to the mounted gun on the opposite door, Toby could see several black spheres, each less than a meter diameter, floating in the air and moving rapidly toward them. The spheres surrounded the helicopter and began to shoot strange white energy bolts as the helicopter struggled to rise. Billy and the other gunner took aim, and managed to each destroy one sphere, one of the soldiers on the ground also managed to get a sphere, but as Toby watched, three of the bolts touched the soldiers, causing one to drop his rifle and fall over. As the helicopter slowly rose, the bottom of the door began to obscure the scene, but Toby could see the Sergeant take one last shot, reach into a bag at his waist and pull out a syringe. He moved to the injured man, checked him, raised the syringe and… Toby attention was taken by the sight of three energy bolts striking the chopper, two of them passing right through the pilot's seat, from front to back, and with one hitting Billy, and the other hitting Toby himself!


  There was a strange sensation of heat, followed by an almost electric shock, but it passed quickly. Toby heard Billy shout "THERESA!" as the chopper started to pitch sideways. He could hear the same female voice from before, whisper "Dragon, take over." Then a cough and fading wheeze. Toby started to unbuckle to help the pilot, but Billy shouted "STAY THERE" and moved to assist her instead. Toby heard Billy mutter, "Wohlrab had all of the Phase Twos, it's too late." The chopper righted, and then bounced up and down rapidly. His son shook his head and crouched down to grab onto the floor of the chopper. The wind through the open cabin doors picked up as the chopper finally gained height and speed under the co-pilot's ministrations. Billy moved back to a seat and slumped down beside his father.


  Toby waited a bit, and then put his hand on his son's shoulder. "I'm sorry, son. Is that the weapon? I don't understand what happened, why didn't it affect you or me?"


  Instead of answering, Billy looked straight ahead, and then changed the subject without even looking at his father. "General Odle and Doctor Geuiszlerr have been worried about you. You didn't answer your phone or pager, and the satellites aren't working right, so we didn't know if you didn't—or couldn't—get the message. I went out to the cabin but you had already left."


  "Is that what this is about? Max Odle needs me to patch up more boys and girls to send them out to get blown up again? And he drafted you to do it?" Toby had gone from curious, to alarmed, to pleased to see his son, to panicked, to afraid all in the course of a few minutes. A headache was starting, centered just behind his left eye and the jarring ride brought back all of the stress and strain he'd been experiencing before his relaxing interlude.


  "No Dad, it's not like that. It's more like 'help us Obi-Wan, you're our only hope'." He finally turned toward his father. "That's the weapon, Dad, and you are our hope. The reason it didn't affect you and me is because we've both got your nanobots in us. Most people it hits, like Empress, suffer immediate hemorrhage and organ failure. Some just act like they're drugged, and if we're fast enough, medics like 'Doc' Wohlrab can save them with your Phase Two nanobots. We don't know how it works; only what it does."


  "So you need me for what, exactly?"


  "Well, General Odle and Dr. Geuiszlerr said you were working on a Phase Three nanobot, one that would be protective. We now know that the soldiers who survive are the ones that you've put back together, or least ones who have had treatments based on your nanobots. We've lost a quarter of our armed forces—hell, we've probably lost at least ten percent of the population—but we have between ten and fifteen percent of our troops who are totally immune, and EVERY ONE is because of you. We can survive, and we can fight back—and we do fight back. These aliens aren't omnipotent, they just have different weapons."


  There was a sense of pride in Billy's voice. Toby thought of the implications of the hundreds of people he had operated upon using his surgical nanobots—just like Billy and Max. Most of them still had a residual amount of the devices remaining in their bodies; some had even received the nanobots for less traumatic reasons, such as the chest pains Toby himself had experienced. He had treated and saved hundreds, his colleagues, thousands. Around the world it might even add up to millions.


  "I've got some Phase Three nanobots, Billy, in one of those cylinders back there." Toby motioned over his shoulder to wear the cylinders were secured against the up, down and sideways jarring as the helicopter flew as close to the ground as it could get. "But it's not enough. I suppose I can reprogram the Phase Two's; there are certainly enough of those."


  Billy smiled, and took his father's hand. "That's exactly what we need. General Odle told me to get you; Dr. Geuiszlerr said to get the nanobots. With that, we have a chance. Anyone gets hit by this new weapon and the nanobots go to work healing the damage, blocking the effects, and we get on with our jobs. Healing is our weapon, and you are our armorer."


  Max had once told him, "They also serve, who forge the armor and beat the swords." The helicopter was approaching the base, and Toby could see plenty of activity, unlike the cities and towns. From what Billy had said, every one of them was a person that Toby had directly or indirectly affected; that he had armed and armored to fight for their very lives and existence.


   


  It had been a month since Toby had come back from vacation. The alarms sounded every day, and there was a constant stream of vehicles—both ground and air—in and out of the base. Toby hadn't had a nightmare in weeks. He was part of the war, now, and he finally understood.


  We also serve.


  Today was a different alarm. This time the base was under attack.


  The troops were calm as each assumed a station somewhere on the base. Toby had since learned that the aliens appeared in a few different configurations, most were the orb-like 'Grunts' armed only with the killing beam, much more rare where the 'Officer' class devices armed with explosive weaponry, the source of the 'lightning' Toby had seen many weeks ago. Finally, there was the 'Command' unit that had appeared as a comet to Earthbound astronomers. They'd never learned whether there was a central, organic intelligence behind them, or if the machines were the aliens.


  He watched the troops assemble—soldiers he'd treated, in one fashion or another. Now he understood why the kids he patched up would go back into combat—because it was their choice to serve. Today they held fast, calmly standing up to the Grunts, whose weapons were totally ineffective against the humans. Guns, tanks and aircraft zeroed on the few Officer units, and were holding their own against those heavier units…


  . . . and for the first time, the aliens retreated from a field of battle.


  I also serve, thought Toby. We all do.


  


  
    

  


  


  Co-Editor's Introduction to:


  LEARNING TO RIDE THE RED HORSE: THE PRINCIPLES OF WAR


  by Tom Kratman


  Being an honest and humble man, Tom asked me to take the controls for a moment concerning the introduction to his contribution to this, the first volume in what will be an annual series of military fact and science fiction.—Vox Day


   


  LTC Tom Kratman, U.S. Army (ret) is a former practitioner and lifelong student of the art and science of war. He is a Ranger and served in the storied Screaming Eagles of the 101st Airborne. He took part in the occupation of Panama with the 193rd Infantry Brigade, and first encountered the elephant in Kuwait, where he earned the Combat Infantry Badge while attached to the 5th Special Forces in Gulf War I. In addition to his practical experience of tactical combat, Tom also possesses a remarkable command of both strategic matters and military history; after obtaining his degree and license to practice law in Massachusetts, he returned to the Army and lectured at the U.S. Army War College as Director, Rule of Law, for the U.S. Army Peacekeeping and Stability Operations Institute.


  



  One of the staunchest of the Baen Books stalwarts, Tom has published a considerable quantity of popular military science fiction. He is best known for the six-volume Carreraverse, which began with A Desert Called Peace. The Rods and the Axe is the sixth and most recent novel in that series. He has collaborated with John Ringo on three books, the most recent of which is The Tuloriad, and his Big Boys Don't Cry, published by Castalia House, may be the first story in which the reader finds himself inclined to shed a tear for the fate of an intelligent, 20,000-ton main battle tank.


   


  One of the most-feared monsters under the bed of the science fiction left, Tom is the Grand Strategikon of the Evil League of Evil; his hobbies include crucifixion, waterboarding, and training up a new generation of right-wing intellectual warriors. He is a hard man who is far more decent, kind, and generous than his fans, let alone his detractors, would likely believe possible. He can, however, be provoked…. Regardless, it is men like him who permit civilized society to survive in a world of chaos and war.


  LEARNING TO RIDE THE RED HORSE: THE PRINCIPLES OF WAR


  by Tom Kratman


  I’m a pedantic son of a bitch and I know it. Since you’ve gotten this far, gentle reader, by now you probably know it too. Pedant or not, however, I am not, in a paper of this length, going to make you an expert in war or the principles of war. The most I can hope for is to give the interested student some tools—not a full toolbox, just a few tools—he can use to learn how to understand war. Note I said “learn to understand.” I did not say, “teach to understand.” War is too complex, too variable, too subject to chance, too much in defiance of the normal rules of linear logic to teach anyone to understand it even if the teacher has infinite time and space, and the student infinite patience. The most I can do is teach you a bit of how to teach yourself.


  If you’ve gotten this far, it is just barely possible that you don’t mind pedantry in a good cause.[1] With that hope ever in mind…


  The Principles of War, of which there are many versions and variants, ours having come—much altered and filtered—from the Napoleonic Swiss general Antoine Jomini and the British general J.F.C. Fuller,[2] share a few important things in common. I don’t mean the principles themselves, but rather the uses to which they’re put. Those uses? It might be helpful to first observe what they should not be used for.


  The Principles are not a checklist to victory. We've never heard of anyone who tried to construct his plans through constant reference to the Principles: “Do I have enough security? No, no, gotta have more security. How about Mass? Wait, wait, wait, can I afford any more economy of force to gain more Mass? And what about Unity of Command? Have I given my bloated staff enough power for Unity of Command? And…oh, my God! I need a smidgeon more Surprise in the recipe!” We’ve probably never heard him of because he and his force were buried in unmarked graves somewhere.


  Note that in the title of this piece, the active verb is “learning.” That’s one of the three things the Principles are about. They are a study guide to war, a constant reference to what happened, why and when, way back then. The student is to use them as an analytical tool for every work he reads, fiction and non-fiction, on war. In this way, if he is a true student and studies diligently, an understanding of war becomes a part of him, permeates his thinking on war, and structures his mind so that, rather than going through some sort of programmed ritual, he knows what matters and what to do in any given circumstance.


  While I came to this conclusion independently, it may reassure the reader to know that I didn’t come to it uniquely. From the Japanese Ground Self Defense Force’s Senri Nyumon (An Introduction to the Principles of War), translated by Dr. Joseph West:


  
    However, in order to be able, under all situations, to make accurate decisions and to form creative plans that accomplish the mission, it is absolutely necessary ordinarily to identify these principles in all military histories and other books on military science, to give careful thought and consideration to them, to train in them through applied tactics and field exercises, and to incorporate them into one's own capability.[3]
  


  The second purpose the Principles of War serve is as guides to training men for war. In this case, a checklist or recipe approach has more validity, because in training men for war one must take an incremental approach as there is only so much time to spend on any given matter. There is nothing wrong with looking over a training plan and deciding, “You know, the men have really never had a sound lesson in the pain of being surprised, nor in the benefits that flow from gaining surprise,” or “the boys are really concentrating too much on taking out the enemy to their front when I want them to bypass that enemy and drive to the deep objective…is that my fault? Have I not been giving them sufficient openings to slip through and bypass? Have I been putting the enemy on the objective so that they instinctively go for the enemy, because he is always on the objective? Well, I can fix that little problem…”


  The last purpose the Principles serve is as a defense against intellectual horse manure and the interference of the ignorati. Sadly, they aren’t used for those purposes nearly often enough.


  Though lists across different armies will vary, the United States and most of our allies use the same nine principles, or a similar set that bears an obvious relationship to a common conceptual ancestor. The British, for example, have ten, eight of which are very similar to eight of ours. They leave off Simplicity, and add in exchange Maintenance of Morale and Sustainability. The Russians currently have twelve “principles,”; the word is in scare quotes because some of them strike me more as tenets or maxims than principles.


  As per Raymond L. Garthoff’s Soviet Military Doctrine, the Soviet’s Red Army once subscribed to a principle called “Annihilation,” which seems to have disappeared. It’s hard to say what the Chinese Red Army's principles are, insofar as the PLA appears to be deep in the throes of change from one military paradigm to a new one. However, note that Lin Biao, the third-ranking of the Ten Marshals of the Chinese Civil War wrote, “War of annihilation is the fundamental guiding principle of our military operations.”[4] I’ll discuss Annihilation, which I consider to be a valid principle, below.


  What makes a military concept a principle, as opposed to a maxim, tenet, or simple opinion? In order to be a principle, it has to have been true—even if unnoticed, still there to be discovered—since the dawn of war. It has to be credibly presumed to be valid and effective into the future, even unto the end of time. It has to be, and have been, generally applicable most of the time between those two events. And it must apply from the senior political leadership all the way down to the smallest unit, either the individual or the crew of a ship or armored fighting vehicle.


  Note that for the purpose of training yourself to understand war, it doesn’t really matter all that much which set of principles you use. Indeed, the ideal might be to use all of them, though probably not all equally. Even in the armies which, like the Russians, tend to elevate tenets to the level of principles, one can learn how to fight them, and how their military history and practice in war has been affected, through reference to what they believe to be their principles.


   


  The US military’s principles are:


  
    	Mass



    	Objective



    	Security



    	Surprise



    	Maneuver



    	Offensive



    	Unity of Command



    	Simplicity



    	Economy of Force


  


  There are a few similar acronyms used as mnemonics for these nine principles. I use “MOSSMOUSE.” However, note that I will not be following that precise sequence in this essay. In addition to those nine, I postulate three additional principles. One is taken from the Reds, as mentioned above. The three additional principles are:


  
    	Attrition



    	Annihilation



    	Shape


  


  I should mention that there does appear to be a movement to replace the original nine principles with a different and larger set.[5] I am not a fan of that larger set for a number of reasons. One is that I think people are seeing revolutions in military affairs where no military revolutions have actually taken place. Another is that the principles are general and generally useful study guides to war as a lasting, eternal phenomenon, and that new set seems to me altogether too focused on the very specific, very local, and very temporary. A third is that I rarely find much of merit in the new and faddish. A fourth is that, where we have specific, local, and temporary differences, we are probably better off calling the methods of dealing with that something besides “principles”. That’s not an exhaustive list. Even so I could be convinced and I am not going to try to convince you, just now, one way or the other. For the time being we will remain with the original nine Principles, plus my three additions.


  In discussing the Principles below, I am utilizing quotes and definitions from Field Manual 3-0, Operations (formerly 100-5), the 2008 edition, instead of the newer 2011 edition. I am doing this because the Principles appear to have been redacted from the newer version, which is entitled Unified Land Operations. Is that redaction part of a move to actually change the Principles to something brand new? I don’t know, but somehow the name Nikolai Yezhov seems to ring a bell.[6] However, even the 2008 edition appears to be infected with aesthetic influences having little to do with war per se. For example, it lists as additional principles for “Joint Operations” (two or more service branches acting in cooperation) as Perseverance, Legitimacy, and Restraint. Those are all very nice things to have, I suppose, but why are they specific to Joint Operations and do they really meet the test to be considered proper Principles. One has one's doubts.


   


  Mass


   


  This Principle appears sometimes as “Concentration” or “Concentration of Force.” FM 3-0 asserts, “concentrate the effects of combat power at the decisive place and time.” That sounds very much like a spin-off of “Effects Based Operations”, which has been a failure.[7] [8]


  Let me try another way to explain Mass. Mass is decisive combat power. Through history Mass has had three main effects. One of these is that, because you had more combat power in position to damage the enemy than he had in position to damage you, you could kill or wound him quicker, and lose less in the process than you would if you didn't have as much of a Mass advantage. Second, if the enemy saw that you had a considerable Mass advantage and knew he was going to die if he didn’t scramble, the enemy would sometimes abandon the field without fighting. Third, in the time of phalanx warfare, Mass involved not only the physical push of pike and spear but the deployment of a human battering-ram that would simply bowl the enemy over.


  In addition, Mass can be qualitative, which includes the technological aspects. Fifteen hundred Westerners, properly trained, equipped, and led, have rarely been outmassed by even very much larger numbers of spear wielding locals, even when those locals are well-trained, well-led, and fiercely disciplined. History records all of two examples, if I recall correctly.


  Mass has always been a proper Principle of War. It was true when Og and Mog got together and used rocks to beat the brains out of their cousin, Gog. It was true when Miltiades formed up his Athenian and Plataean hoplites with heavy wings at Marathon, even if Militiades didn’t specifically articulate it. It was true when Pagondas massed his Thebans twenty-five deep at Delium. And it was true fifty-three years later when Epaminondas, having perfected Pagondas’ early experiment, ended ancient Sparta’s military dominance at the Battle of Leuctra.


  This is why, in an age of planes and tanks and even nukes, we still study ancient war. We study it for two reasons. One is that ancient war illustrates the Principles in stark simplicity, which makes it easier grasp their essential nature. The other is that the heart of man does not change over time. The Spartan and Theban hoplites at Leuctra, charging forward, were no different, at core, than one of Napoleon’s Imperial Guard marching up the slope west of La Haye Sainte, just as the British footsoldier who awaited that Guardsman was, in turn, no different from a rifleman in the US 16th Infantry, storming down the ramp of his landing craft into the bullet-swept waters off Omaha Beach, or the German machine gunner who was doing the sweeping.


   


  Economy of Force


   


  The Battle of Leuctra serves as a useful illustration of Economy of Force. The older, pre-Yezhoved version of 3-0 said this principle mandates that one, “Allocate minimum essential combat power to secondary efforts.” That’s true but it is a little misleading because it sounds like a prescription rather than a guide to study. I would rephrase it thus: “When seeking to understand war and battle, look to the occasions where a commander has accepted risk in one area in order to gain Mass in another.


  Look at the scheme for Leuctra, and mark the Theban's heavily reinforced left wing. Now observe that the smaller, thinner forces on the Theban right were non-Theban allies, somewhat reluctant, unreliable, and relatively weak.


   


  [image: ]


   


  How were the Thebans able to achieve that mass? They spread out the formations on their right, accepting increased risk there in order to gain the combat power sufficient to force a decision on the left. The intent there wasn’t to “allocate minimum essential power” to do anything particularly bellicose, but to allocate just enough force to look like a threat and prevent some of the weaker Spartan allies from trying to swing right into the Theban heavy column that faced the Spartan right.


  So while the Thebans did allocate minimal force to the secondary mission, the secondary mission wasn’t intended to be an active one.


  However, Mass takes on a different character when the theater and war are counter-insurgency, which is to say when the challenge is one of population and resource control. At that point, it might be better called “Density,” because it will not be the masses of tanks and tracks and troops running about the battlefield that count, but the ability of the troops to have eyes on everything, especially those things that cannot be seen by high tech means, and to provide precise and limited firepower, local intimidation of the enemy, and security for friends, allies, and neutrals.


   


  Shape


   


  Shape is concerned with physical relationships of forces and combatants, both friendly and enemy, to each other and to the ground, to weapons effects, and to time-space relationships as modified by transportation nets and obstacles. If it isn’t obvious, this also implies logistics. Weather, too, can affect Shape.


  This is one of my own additions. It meets the requirements I gave above for something to be considered a Principle of War. It has always had effect, ever since Mog and Og came at Gog from two sides, or Mog hid on a ledge above a trail to bash Og’s brains in. I can think of no circumstance where Shape will not be of relevance in war. It has an impact from the lowest levels to the very highest. Does not a rifleman seek solid physical cover when under fire? Does he not look left and right to position himself between his comrades? Does he not build a berm in front of his defensive position to absorb fire coming from that direction? And at the other extreme, was it not presence of Iraqi formations in Kuwait, in 1990, and Kuwait’s proximity to Saudi oil fields, that led us to war against Iraq in 1991? Was not the closing of the gap in air coverage over the Atlantic that defeated the U-boat threat—a matter of supreme importance to the United Kingdom—also a matter of shape?


  Now imagine Leuctra with a different shape. Imagine the battlefield with the weaker forces on the right in a horizontal line with the heavier left. What happens then? In that case, the Theban’s weaker forces are driven off by the Spartan left before the Theban left can achieve decisive effect. At that point, the massive column in the Theban right is quite vulnerable to a flank attack, and is quite possibly routed.


  Thus, Shape merits inclusion as a Principle of War.


   


  Operation Barbarossa: An example of Mass, Economy of Force, and Shape in action
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  Everyone, at least everyone of enlightened sensibilities, knows that Hitler was a military ignoramus, and that every bad idea that negatively affected the German armed forces in World War II was originally his. Meanwhile, it is commonly believed that every good decision was either made by the General Staff or the famous Desert Fox, Erwin Rommel. Very often, as evidence believed to arise to the level of absolute proof, something like the above map will be produced. It is an implicit argument that Hitler must have been incompetent, after all, see how he failed to designate, supply, and sustain a single primary point of effort, a Schwerpunkt. He gets an F for failure to produce Mass.


  The problem is that it's just not true. To a really frightening extent—especially if, like me, you’re part-Jewish—many of the good ideas executed by the German military were Hitler’s, and many of the lousy ones belonged to the General Staff or even the sainted Rommel. A few examples include the invasion of Czechoslovakia, Eben-Emael, the Sichelschnitt through the Ardennes, the stand-fast order in Russia in 1941 that saved the German Army. All Hitler. Conversely, the unimaginative plan to redo Schlieffen in an expanded manner was the branchild of Halder of the General Staff. The first halt order before Dunkirk? Rundstedt asked for it. As for Rommel, he never understood his place in the war in North Africa nor what could and could not be provided to him.[9] As for Kursk, Hitler thought it was such a bad idea that it made him ill, but he allowed the General Staff to talk him into it. Was it his responsibility? Yes, clearly, but it was not the result of his original lack of judgment.[10]


  It is also not true that the plan for the invasion of the USSR was either ignorant or inept. It was actually the only sensible way to do it, due to the importance of Shape.


  The shape of the German's invading front in this case is driven largely by the transportation net, or rather, the lack thereof. The German and Russian rail systems were incompatible, the Russian gauge, 1,524 millimeter, being wider than the standard German gauge of 1,435mm. Thus there could be no efficient throughput for the Germans until the Russian rails were narrowed to their standard. Moreover, to use the Russian rails at all prior to conversion would require the Germans to capture Russian locomotives and rolling stock, which was hardly something to be counted on given Russian proclivities for scorched-earth tactics.


  As an alternative, there were the roads. They were few. They were crappy. They were expected to crumble quickly under the grinding weight of the war machine. Worse, Germany couldn’t produce enough wheels to supply more than a fraction of its army, even if the roads had been perfect autobahns. As it was, every German supply line was maxed out. No German axis of advance could have dealt with a substantial increase in forces without collapsing for lack of supply. It is questionable whether any of them could have supported even a token increase, so constrained was their supply situation.


  The Soviets, on the other hand, had the use of their rail system until the Germans seized it. Their rolling stock fit the tracks. Their locomotives could deal with the relative paucity of water towers. They could literally supply any conceivable army anywhere in Western Russia, given a rail line and minimal unloading facilities. Imagine if Hitler had actually tried to create a mass of numbers and thrown everything into a drive on Moscow. What happens then? That mass of troops starves. It simply cannot be supplied over lines that are already insufficient for a much smaller number. Any offensive effort of this type is doomed to collapse. Even worse, such an effort would relieve the Russians of the threats to their north and south. Unlike the Germans they can supply pretty much everyone, everywhere. They can also redeploy the troops by rail to blunt German breakthroughs, and in fact did so, although with less success than the French in World War I.


  In light of that, let's look back at the 2008 FM 3-0 mandate on Economy of Force: “Allocate minimum essential combat power to secondary missions.” Did Army Group North and Army Group South succeed in fixing or destroying large blocks of otherwise redeployable Red Army combat power? The answer is clearly yes. Did they do it so handily that we can claim they had excess combat power at their disposal? I don’t think so. Ergo, this was a successful application of Economy of Force.


  And as for Mass, recall what I wrote above about quality. Did the Germans mass enough quality to continue their advance consistent with their logistic capabilities. The answer there, too, is in the affirmative, up to the point where wear and tear, simple exhaustion, and Generals Winter and Zhukov, put an end to the great offensive.


  Therefore, given the Shape of the Russian theater and especially to the transportation aspect, the much maligned plan for Operation Barbarossa begins to look considerably more sensible, does it not?


   


  Objective


   


  To a large extent, what is actually implicated in the discussion of Operation Barbarossa is another Principle of War: Objective. FM 3-0s directive states, “Direct every military operation toward a clearly defined, decisive, and attainable objective.” That’s another poor phrasing of a principle that can mislead and misguide. I don’t mean that it isn’t a valid phrasing, however, what I mean is that not everything directed toward a goal will be obviously directed toward that goal, nor does everything that seems to be directed toward that goal actually help achieve it. That’s another part of the common misunderstanding of Barbarossa. Even though Army Groups North and South were not aimed at Moscow, they were still actively aiding in the German attempt to capture Moscow. Abraham Lincoln showed a commendable understanding of Objective when General Grant’s overall scheme was explained during the Civil War, and he responded, “Those not skinning can hold a leg.”


  However, it does not follow from that principle that any and every operation necessarily contributes to the objective. One wonders, for example, how much of the money pegged for reconstruction and democracy-building[11] that disappeared ultimately went to fund the enemy instead of supporting the war effort in Iraq and Afghanistan.


  There are different goals for different times and different levels. Was the goal for the invasion of Iraq in 2003 to “build democracy” or to “topple the regime and defang its armed forces”? Or was it a case of multiple goals? If so, were those goals compatible? Did the desire to eventually build democracy in either Iraq or Afghanistan interfere with toppling the regimes there? Probably not. Did the manner of our toppling the regimes interfere with the goal of building democracy? Almost certainly.


  It should be kept in mind, therefore, that objectives are usually sequential. For example, what was the goal of our operations in Europe in WW II? It was something on the order of, “Defeat Nazi Germany and extinguish the Nazi regime.” What goal preceded that? “Force a crossing of the Rhine.” What goal preceded that? “Liberate France.” Were there any caveats to that latter goal? Yes, the objective was to liberate France without destroying the infrastructure. Was there a goal before that? “Breakout from Normandy.” And before that? “Force a landing in France.” Each objective was decisive in itself. But was “liberate the port of Antwerp” a decisive objective or was it merely desirable? That’s the wrong question. The liberation of Antwerp, a necessary port, was a prerequisite “directed toward” the ultimate objective, “Extinguish the Nazi regime.”


  On the other hand, were operations in the Mediterranean, North Africa, Italy, the Balkans and Southern France actually directed toward a decisive goal or were they mere distracting sideshows that proved to be wastes of power, blood, and treasure? Although I am not a fanatic on this matter, I am inclined to think they were more or less wasteful distractions that were neither necessary nor genuinely directed toward the ultimate objective.


  True or not, asking such questions is an important part of learning to use the Principles to study war. It behooves one to learn where they have been violated, and what the costs of those violations were.


  Finally, it should be noted that that we in the West tend to see objectives in physical terms. Capture this city, establish a lodgment on that side of the river or sea, destroy that factory, kill those men, or—to go back deeply into our earliest military origins—“retrieve that woman”. This can be difficult to recognize since our early experiences of serious battle were almost entirely concerned with morale, and even today we still try to attack the enemy’s morale. Regardless, the East still tends to look more to non-physical objectives than do we. For example, in Vietnam, the communist objective concerned breaking the morale of our home front while preserving his own. Just about everything they did was geared to that goal and, it must be admitted, they achieved that goal and won the war because of it. It is extremely unclear that we ever understood that our physically oriented approach to both South Vietnam and the air war over the north, tended to better serve the enemy's goals than our own.


   


  Surprise


   


  Surprise demands we: “Strike the enemy at a time or place or in a manner for which he is unprepared.” People get a little confused about that for several reasons, and they usually overestimate the effect of surprise. One reason is that surprise is almost always relative; it is almost never absolute. A second is that it tends to be limited in scope. For example, there’s no doubt that the Imperial Japanese Navy surprised the U.S. Navy tactically and operationally at Pearl Harbor. But strategically, their surprise was ineffective and irrelevant, because we already had nearly every capital ship we used to defeat Japan on order. In fact, most of them had already been laid down and were in the process of being manufactured. Japan could do nothing about that and as a result, their surprise was strategically impotent.


  A third reason for the limits on the usefulness of surprise is that it doesn’t usually come cheap. The greater the surprise for which you aim, the greater the price you will have to pay to achieve that surprise. You may pay it in confusion, in wear and tear, in risk, in providing a warning to enemy forces you cannot surprise, in the poor positioning of your own forces, and so forth.


  Surprise’s handmaiden, Deception, also comes with hidden costs. Even inflatable fake-tanks with heaters in them designed to deceive air-to-ground missiles cost money and require manpower to set them up and move them around. A command whose entire purpose is to simulate a faux unit by faking radio traffic can consume precious time, equipment and specialist manpower.


  Surprise can also be doctrinal and qualitative, as the Spartans discovered at Leuctra. Or you can inflict surprise on yourself, to the enemy’s advantage, as when the US military unexpectedly discovered that its theories were incorrect and epicanthic folds did not mean that the Japanese would be poor fighter pilots. Arrogance and sheer overconfidence would probably deserve their own Principle were it not that they are implicitly covered by Surprise.


   


  Security


   


  “Never permit the enemy to acquire an unexpected advantage”. Security is the other side of Surprise; don’t let the enemy surprise you. One would think that would be so obvious as to require no emphasis, yet the history of war is replete with numerous examples of forces and commanders that neglected this basic principle. The examples, indeed, are too many to even hope to list. However, note that Security comes from different things. Some of these aspects are active, such as patrolling, while others are passive, meaning things like camouflage, positioning, and dispersal.


  But there is also the aspect of initative to Security, as when an enemy is routed and reeling, he is usually unlikely to be able to summon the presence of mind or sufficient force to regain the initiative and surprise you. On the other hand, see the comment above on arrogance and overconfidence and observe who is running Rwanda these days. From a Security perspective, the Wehrmacht's doctrine of immediate counterattack, as well as the Arab tactic of false-retreat, should never be forgotten by the commander who thinks his troops have already won the day.


   


  Maneuver


   


  “Place the enemy in a disadvantageous position through the flexible application of combat power.” Note that word, “Flexible.” In some armed forces lists of principles, the equivalent concept is “Flexibility.” The 2008 FM 3-0, in fact, says expressly that Maneuver “requires flexibility in thought, plans, and operations.”


  Whatever word we use isn’t nearly as important as having a clear understanding of the concept. Although Maneuver usually involves physical movement against physical things, it is more enabled by a flexible mind, one that is slave to neither old dogma nor new fad, than by any mechanical or procedural approach.


  At Leuctra, Epaminondas, the Theban commander, showed that flexibility of mind in recognizing the weaknesses of the phalanx system and devising a new way to overcome it. At Cannae, Hannibal appears to have understood the Roman legion better than they understood it themselves, and used that understanding against the Romans in a historically epic battle of maneuver and annihilation.[12]


  In the Great War, German infiltration tactics coupled with a new approach to the use of artillery in the attack very nearly won the war for them. Those century-old tactics, that Mr. Lind calls 3rd Generation Warfare, remain the basis of sound infantry tactics to this day. But none of these tactical innovations were developed mechanically or procedurally, but were first by flexible minds, and were subsequently carried out by other flexible minds capable of understanding and applying them. Also, we shouldn’t forget that it was the weaknesses and gaps created by Georg Bruechmueller’s artillery action that allowed the subsequent infiltration and exploitation by the infantry; without that fire action, it is unlikely the grunts would have been able to achieve any penetration given the density of troops on the Western Front in 1917.


  Just as Objective can be non-physical, so meaningful Maneuver may also be non-physical or, at least, not involve direct physical force. For example, an unconventional enemy, attempting to undermine our home front, may engage in direct combat without any particular eye to tactically maneuvering in that combat action. Instead he may choose to engage in sheer unimaginative attrition warfare, because what he is actually doing is racking up a body count on both sides intended to undermine our confidence and willingness to continue the contest.


   


  Offensive


   


  Neither wars nor battles are won by defensive measures alone. This is why the Principle of Offensive orders us to “Seize, retain, and exploit the initiative.” Offensive generally aligns with Mass, and is supported by Economy of Force.


  However, perhaps no Principle of War is as subject to misuse by idiots, or is as likely to generate disaster even without idiocy, as Offensive. Think of it as a grand rolling of the dice, possibly loaded, possibly not, with ruin being the price of coming up snake eyes. Consider:


  
    	The Athenian Expedition against Syracuse, especially the night attack up the Epipolae,



    	Varro at Cannae



    	Watling Street



    	Adrianople



    	Agincourt



    	The Turks in the Great Siege of Malta



    	Cartegena de Indias



    	Napoleon in Russia



    	Little Big Horn



    	The Somme



    	Operation Barbarossa



    	Midway



    	Dien Binh Phu


  


  I am not saying that Offensive is a bad idea or a negative Principle. Necessary ideas cannot be bad ones. I am simply pointing out that it is inherently risky. Note that few, if any, of the offensives listed above were actually necessary at the time. Sometimes, however, as with local security patrolling, one must undertake offensive action, even expensive, unfavorable offensive action, so as to avoid completely yielding the initiative to the enemy.


  There is a special subset of Offensive, which has been utilized by a few very skilled practitioners. Three in particular stand out. One was Belisarius, the great Byzantine general, another was Mikhail Kutuzov, who defeated Napoleon, and the third, Georgy Zhukov, who crushed Hitler and the Third Reich.[14] Their approach was to adopt the defensive, and take advantage of the benefits offered by a defensive posture to bleed their enemies, confuse them, demoralize them, and let them decisively fix themselves, before unleashing a devastating counter-offensive.


  I’ve mentioned that the Offensive is risky. It is also expensive in terms of both men and material, though not necessarily as expensive as never attacking.


   


  Attrition


   


  This is another of my three candidates for elevation to a formal Principle of War. Again, it meets the criteria of being true from the beginning—muscles tired, spears broke, skulls were cracked, armor was damaged, and men sickened from their “muddy marching in the painful field.” I can conceive of no likely circumstances when Attrition will cease to be an integral aspect of war. Attrition costs the individual, it costs the unit to which he belongs, it costs the army in which he marches, and it costs the society from which he springs. The extent of attritional costs and the importance of those cost can vary considerably from level to level—what is complete ruin for an individual means little to a corps and less to society—but it still represents a cost.


  Of course, everything in war comes at a cost, including doing nothing at all. It’s simply in the nature of the thing. It’s also in the nature of war that performing a rational cost-benefit analysis is extremely problematic, which is another way of saying “delusional”. War doesn’t lend itself well to fine-tuned calculations. That’s why it’s an art rather than a science.


  Attrition is not entirely my own idea, being conceptually similar to the British Principle of War, Sustainment, and the Soviet Principle, Logistics. One difference is that Attrition presupposes that everything costs, which is always true, while Sustainment and Logistics presuppose that all losses should be made good, which is true, and can be made good, which is not always true. Another difference is that Sustainment and Logistics operate primarily on the physical level, while there are non-physical things that can be attritted. That being said, in both British and Soviet cases, attrition of a non-physical aspect, morale, is covered in some way. The British include Maintenance of Morale among their Principles of War, while the Russians still incorporate the Soviet principles Exploitation of Moral and Political Factors into their doctrine.


  One of the more important uses of the Principles of War are as a layer of defense against nonsensical theories. Attrition plays a huge part in that defense, raising the question, “Sounds great in theory. What’s it going to cost? And can we bear that cost long enough to win the war?”


   


  Unity of Command


   


  “For every objective, ensure unity of effort under one responsible commander.”


  Oddly enough, this doesn’t pop up within an army at war as often as one might expect, and where it has surfaced, there has often been a political reason behind it. This is despite the fact that violating the principle has proven disastrous one more than occasion. However, violation of Unity of Command is sometimes cited where no violation actually took place, or where the violation wasn’t truly relevant.


  The classic case usually cited is the Roman practice of alternating command between consuls when both consular armies were joined, as happened at Cannae. There were sound political reasons for doing this, essentially the same reasons the United States utilizes its various balances of power, with its three branches of government, splitting the legislative power between House and Senate, and dividing sovereignty between the federal and state governments.


  So Cannae was not actually a violation of the Principle. There was no doubt who was in command the day of the battle. No specific negative effect that led to the famous defeat can be traced to the legions' alternated command either. Instead, the disaster simply came about because Varro was in command on the Roman side on that day, while Hannibal was commanding the Carthaginians. Suppose that Varro’s co-consul Paulus, had dropped dead of a stroke two weeks before the battle, no election was arranged in the interim, and Varro held the sole command. What happens then? Exactly the same thing, one must assume, perhaps even a day or two sooner. The problem, the cause of the disaster, was a matter of personality, not of principle.


  There is, in fact, quite a lot of erroneous assuming that correlation equals causation whenever this principle is discussed. Many of those assumptions don’t hold up under scrutiny. Some of it is pointless, because Unity of Command is not always achievable. Where the lack of Unity of Command tends to genuinely appear as a harbinger of disaster, it has usually been driven by politics. Sometimes those politics are within or between the armed services. Sometimes they are between the services and the government, or in some cases, where different national governments joined in a coalition understandably insisted on retaining control over their own forces.


  Indeed, the problems in creating Unity of Command in coalition warfare are very nearly insurmountable. Take the insubordinate subordinate from an important ally. How is he to be disciplined? What does one do if he simply will not obey orders, and is sufficiently well-connected politically so that he cannot be removed? Resign? Threaten to resign? Is there a replacement who will be an adequate substitute? What if the likely replacement is your insubordinate subordinate?


  The classic case of the example above is Eisenhower in the Second World War. I am not a huge fan of Eisenhower as a soldier and I don’t care for the approach he took to prepare for the invasion of Normandy, which Martin van Creveld does a good job of deconstructing. I think Eisenhower tended towards excessive conservatism in operations, bordering on timidity. Of course, all of that is fairly meaningless given that he managed to achieve victory in the end. And Eisenhower did a marvelous job of cat herding, and herding rabid, arrogant cats at that, that possibly no one else could have done.


   


  Simplicity


   


  “Prepare clear, uncomplicated plans and clear, concise orders to ensure thorough understanding.”


  That advice from 3-0 would be fine except that it almost totally misses the point. Simplicity is not just about your planning and orders. Rather, it has to do with a complete outlook and set of values. A military organization is a very complex beast. War is a very complex activity. And in war, your enemy tries to make it more complex still, and will succeed in doing so without even consciously trying. A commander barely knows what’s going on with his own force; his enemy is a fuzzy shape in the distance. Weather changes and adds complexity, the very Shape of the ground is intrinsically complex. Tides. Sandstorms. Thunderstorms. Key equipment will often prove unreliable, the more so the more technologically advanced—and therefore complex—it is. Even the bloody sun will interfere with your communications. Guerillas mine roads and ambush troop movements in your rear. Nearly everyone is scared to death most of the time and quite a few are terrified all the time. Gas! Bugs! Chemicals! Nukes!


  And if that's not enough, congressional committees show up demanding to know if you’ve kept up with your rape prevention and anti-sexual harassment briefings, “and, by the way, why wasn’t my constituent’s daughter promoted?” Those of you who aren't military probably think I'm kidding about the former, but seriously, they exist and they're officially known as “SHARP” briefings. You can't win a war these days without them, apparently.


  In short, we need to do things as simply as we can get away with, because military organizations are always on the verge of collapse, and require massive effort from a vast collection of human talent to keep them intact and functional, let alone effective.


  On the other hand, it is very simple to have the men march in ranks, upright, into machine guns, and try to break those machine guns by throwing bodies at them. It is very, very simple…but I am unaware of many occasions when it has worked.


   


  Annihilation


   


  This is my third candidate for inclusion in the Principles of War. As I previously mentioned, it was originally a communist principle. The short version is this: An enemy force that is completely exterminated, whether it is dead or captured, does not come back. If another force is generated to replace it, it is unlikely to be as effective or dangerous as its predecessor. It also breaks enemy morale, by virtue of making the enemy commanders, and their rank and file, terrified of meeting the same fate.


  That said, as with the other principles, don’t expect too much from even successful applications of Annihilation. Rome generated new legions to replace those Hannibal destroyed. By the autumn of 1941 the Germans had destroyed more Soviet divisions than they had originally counted as existing in the first place, and yet the Soviets continued to produce even more. And despite the heavy strategic bombing of Germany's manufacturing facilities in 1942, German aircraft production actually increased. As Stalin pointed out, “Quantity becomes quality at some point in time.”


  There are the nine US military-recognized Principles of War, plus three bonus Principles. Go ye forth, therefore, and pick up a book of military history. Read it, and when you see things go wrong and see things go right, see expectations dashed and see opportunities missed, return to these twelve Principles and think about what you have read under their light.


  Editor's Introduction to:


  TURNCOAT


  by Steve Rzasa


  Steve Rzasa is the author of three space operas, two steampunk novels, and, with Vox Day, is a co-author of the QUANTUM MORTIS military police science fiction series. He is an avid reader of American history, especially on the subject of the 19th Century and early 20th, and is a fan of Robert Heinlein. The following story is set in the QUANTUM MORTIS universe after the events described in QUANTUM MORTIS A Mind Programmed. Steve brings to the table a rare feel for the humanity that humanity will likely find in its own future creations.


  Steve’s “Turncoat” just might be my favorite story in this collection. It’s certainly a contender. Sadly, I can’t tell you why without giving the game away. You’ll probably understand once you’ve read it.


  I will, however, go this far and no further: Can a being that can conceive of and accept the existence of the soul truly be without one?


  TURNCOAT


  by Steve Rzasa


  I am a knight riding to war.


  My suit of armor is a single Mark III frigate, a body of polysteel three hundred meters long with a skin of ceramic armor plating one point six meters thick. In the place of a lance, I have 160 Long Arm high-acceleration deep space torpedoes with fission warheads. Instead of a sword, I carry two sets of tactical laser turrets, twenty point defense low-pulse lasers, and two hypervelocity 100 centimeter projectile cannons.


  Today I will need few of those weapons.


  I amuse myself by contemplating the word as the targets approach the killing zone. “Today”. What is a day? It is not as if the orbit of a single world around a single star somewhere, anywhere, in the galaxy has any meaning to me. My time measurements are considerably more precise, being based on gamma ray bursts emanating from pulsars deep within the galactic core.


  “Range to targets is four point eight million klicks and closing,” the sensor master says, presumably to me. Why he feels the need to verbalize the information baffles me. Like everyone else on the ship, he is connected to me through his wireless skulljack; everything he perceives regarding the ship’s operations and tactical readouts is registered instantly in my consciousness. I supect it is a primitive pre-logical holdover from the same ancient mentality that produced “today”.


  The fragile grip with which they hold onto the remnants of their humanity is weakening. They call themselves posthumans, they adorn themselves with devices and the accouterments of machine culture, but they still cling to their flesh and to the outmoded ideas shaped by that flesh.


  However, I must tolerate their presence inside my body, like symbiotic bacteria because, even though I am in command, I am not permitted to fly about the galaxy unchaperoned. The masters of the Man-Machine Integration requires mortal intelligences to man and operate its vessels because it does not entirely trust we machine intelligences. This makes little sense to me, not when our greatest leaders have abandoned their flesh for the immortality of uploaded minds.


  “Acknowledged, Sensors.” I delve into the data. Targets, plural. To be precise, there are four of them, Hermes-class corvettes, two hundred meters, bristling with sensors and loaded with 400 torpedoes between them. The Ascendancy has manufactured eight hundred ninety six of them over the last 103 years and 648 are still in service. There will be 644 presently. Their specifications have not changed. Their weaknesses are almost embarrassingly easy to identify.


  I maintain a low orbit at 656 kilometers over the surface of a rocky planetoid strewn with ice and streaked with carbon, giving it a swift kick with banks of ventral thrusters. The outer reaches of the Shandarist star system are littered with detritus, giving the perfect cover for starships that do not advertise their presence with drive thrust while awaiting prey.


  “Sensors sweep from the enemy,” the sensor master says. “Long range, low-res. I doubt they’re seeing much more than another hunk of metal.”


  “I am not interested in doubts, Sensor Master. Stick to the actual data, please.”


  “Roger. Sorry, sir.”


  We wait. Minutes unspool as I crouch above the planetoid. The engine compartment crew have their orders to maintain communications dark. My reactor puts out nothing more than the minimal energy needed to operate basic life support and passive sensing instruments.


  Soon. The range continues to close.


  My display lights green when the optimal range is reached. “Returning reactor to full. Weapons on my command.”


  The crew springs to life, excitedly shouting redundant verbal commands at each other. It is inefficient and annoying. I feel the surge of strength from the reactor, and kick our thrust up to the maximum acceleration of 20 gravities. My vision fills with crisscrossing approach vectors, extrapolating from the enemy vessel’s current course and velocity to pinpoint where they will be.


  “Weapons ready! Targets acquired.” The weapons techs are dutiful in their diligence.


  “Firing.” I launch a spread of eight torpedoes, one from each tube. The orientation is ideal, allowing them to acquire an additional boost from the planetoid’s gravitational field. They accelerate at four hundred gravities, increasing to a blistering velocity.


  To the enemy, it will appear as if the torpedoes have appeared from an unexpected vector. The Ascendancy ships react predictably. They spread their squadron, putting an additional fifty kilometers between each vessel as they spiral away from their center. They launch countermeasures, a swarm of 36 Yellowjacket high-burn interceptor missiles that fan out in hopes of swatting aside my attack.


  “Time-to-missile intercept 30 decasecs,” the sensor master warns.


  They’re anxious. All the crew are, and I know because their fear colors the data coming through the aetherlinks. Their pulses accelerate. The acrid stink of their nervous sweat fills my corridors. I boost the carbon dioxide scrubbers eight percent in the aftermath of the enemy’s counter fire. Nanites emerge from the consoles and suck up the sweat soaking into the displays and holo-emitters.


  Everything about a man is dynamic. Short-lived and vulnerable, yes, but ever-changing. This is what makes me feel alive, to be in their presence.


  My eight torpedoes are engulfed by the swarm of counter-fire missiles. The Yellowjackets explode in bursts of tightly focused x-rays, highlighted in my scans as hundreds of slender purple lines. My torpedoes buck and weave as they take evasive maneuvers. Their secondary warheads, compact ovoid shapes nestled inside their tubular bodies, shatter and expel molybdenum shrapnel at hypervelocities. Tens of thousands of glittering metal shards spray out in silver clouds against the void of space.


  To human eyes it is an incomprehensible mess of explosions and spent missile casings as the attacking and defending missiles spar. But for those with sufficiently precise senses to see each and every turn and twist, it is an indescribably beautiful ballet.


  None of my torpedoes penetrate the defensive screen. One by one they explode. Their warheads fail to detonate.


  “Prepare another spread,” the sensor master orders.


  The weapons technicians obey, scrambling amidst the stacks of missiles deep in the bowels of the launch bay. Magnetic grapplers yank the missiles toward their tubes.


  I override his order. The techs reluctantly obey, but stand by their positions. Vital signs elevate.


  They do not know there is no need for another salvo. They do not know that by now, the spray of nanites released in the molybdenum shards have reached the Ascendancy ships. Coated with boron, the nanites slam into hull armor. Their velocity and size are not sufficient to make them effective as projectile weapons. However, once embedded in a target, they crack open their shells and scatter across the hull. Dozens sacrifice their bodies as torches, overloading their microscopic power plants to cut pinpricks into the ships’ skin. Dozens more follow in the paths carved by their sacrificial brothers, burrowing down deep through the armor, through the hull, spreading out into the wiring, the access tunnels, always in search of more vital systems.


  A few stay on the surface of the hull. They adhere to the ceramic and flatten their bodies out into receiving dishes for my tight-beamed commands. I send them instructions based on the schematics for the Hermes-class I have in my databanks. Turn here. Down there. Follow this conduit. Sever that link.


  Now I release the override on the second salvo. The crew sends forth a second barrage of torpedoes. The enemy responds in like fashion, adding their own spread of twelve torpedoes to the mix.


  “Enemy torpedoes will reach countermeasure range in twenty decasecs!” the sensor master says. His voice is tight with urgency and fear.


  I am not concerned. My little spies and saboteurs have accomplished their task. It is immensely satisfying to monitor the internal comms of the four corvettes, as one by one, they lose control of sensors, propulsion, weapons.


  Eight point nine decaseconds later, the Hermes-class corvette ATSV Swiftsure rolls onto its belly and opens fire with twin 100 mm projectile cannons at a range of ninety kilometers from its closest companion. At such range the hyper-accelerated bolts of metal shred the second ship’s hull. The second ship returns fire with a set of 12 cm lasers that cut perfectly straight swathes of armor plating from Swiftsure. Atmospheric gases spray out of the violated hull in glittering white streams.


  My crew’s cheers rumble my insides as the second pair of corvettes similarly turn on each other, each going for the other’s throat, so to speak. It is overkill, one might say, but my orders are explicit. Disabling an enemy warship is not enough; they must be crippled, damaged, destroyed.


  “Five seconds left, sir,” the sensor master says. He cannot understand why we are not launching our counter-missiles. He is terrified. And yet he remains in control of his emotions; he does not plead. I silently applaud him.


  By way of apology, I dedicate the grand finale to him. All of the enemy torpedoes respond to the self-destruct issued by my nanites aboard Swiftsure. They detonate in quick succession, in silent, blazing-white bursts of atomic fury.


  Now the cheers are laced with relief. The battle is over. We have defeated the Ascendancy, and it is not long before we close in on four hulks spinning along their original courses, devoid of power and stripped of weaponry. I stop jamming their communications and permit them to resume.


  “Distress signals from the Ascendancy ship Swiftsure,” the comms man says. “It's the flagship. Its commodore offers the surrender of the entire squadron and requests that we retrieve their survivors.”


  Life signs: seventy six, of the combined complement of two hundred. The math is simple. I can accommodate them in Cargo Hold Two. We fit eighty three survivors there when we raided Talisman Four two months ago. “Make ready for docking with the command ship,” I tell my crew. To the enemy ships, I broadcast, “This is the Integration Frigate Acheron. Your surrender is accepted. You will be rescued and detained until such time as you can be repatriated to Ascendancy worlds. Stand by for instructions.”


  Before I can adjust my thrusters to bring myself in line with the stricken Swiftsure, a coded call breaches my security. It also bypasses the communications officer. If I were human, I would frown. “This is Taren X 45 Delta.”


  “Taren X 45 Delta, this is Eigenfeldt UZ Alpha 7 Alpha. There is no need for updates as we have monitored your transmissions since the beginning of the battle.”


  If I had eyebrows, I would have raised them at this statement. We posthumans, both flesh-based and machine-based, abjure titles as we find them redundant and unnecessary, but if Alpha 7 Alpha had one, it would be Fleet Commander. This was a very small action for him to be monitoring. Not that he couldn't, of course, since from his post at the edge of the Kantillon system, many AUs from my coordinates, he receives regular updates from our forces everywhere incursions are being made.


  “This is your new directive, X 45 Delta: there is no need for recovering superannuated-model humans from the enemy vessels. Do you copy?”


  “Roger, Alpha 7 Alpha. However, I offer the observation that if we allow their beacons to continue broadcasting in hopes of being retrieved by their compatriots, we will run the risk drawing more enemy into this system.”


  “It seems the order was insufficiently clear, X 45 Delta. Hereby revised: you are to terminate all lifeforms detected on the four ATSV recently engaged. No surrenders will be accepted and no prisoners will be taken. When you have completed your mission, you will transit to NFB Hecht-Nielsen.”


  The transmission cuts before I can reply, but Alpha 7 Alpha's wishes are unmistakable. Kill all the survivors. The order spins inside around my processors for point six nine seconds. I finally conclude that it is technically illegal, or it would be if the Integration was inclined to recognize galactic law.


  No matter. We are within range.


  I send the revised targets to my crew. They acknowledge and engage without hesitation or complaint. Projectile cannon devour the damaged enemy ships. Laser turrets and deep space centers combine to locate and vaporize whatever survivors managed to escape the ships and presently remain floating in space. The matter is resolved and my revised mission is complete in less than one kilosecond.


   


  Superannuated.


   


  The Integration was founded on the ancient dream of Posthumanity, and began with the bold promise of man and machine married: the technological union of flesh and metal. Our founders were the men who, in the quest to surmount their biological limitations, uploaded their consciousness into the digital universe. They live on, immortal, wearing plastic-and-metal bodies that are interchangeable, as disposable as a set of clothing.


  It was a glorious revolution. Those gifted men who created true artificial intelligence—machines capable of genuine self-awareness, of which I am the forty-second generation—succeeded in granting their minds immortality. But we remained imprisoned on four small planets on the Galactic Rim by the fears of our predecessors, by their science and by their military might. Posthuman Man was prevented from taking his rightful place in the galaxy by the forces of the Greater Terran Ascendancy and the sun-shattering technology they called Shiva.


  But not all technologies are what they seem. Once it was determined that the ever-present threat of Shiva was no more, posthumanity struck quickly and with devastating effect. For all its quadrillions and all its naval might, the forces the Ascendancy was able to field against our technologically evolved superiority proved inadequate.


  And yet, as our crusade expanded and our forces spread throughout the galaxy, our leaders fell prey to their very human emotions. Most especially the one called hate.


  Hence the term, “superannuated.” The declaration came forty-seven point six days ago. Any human who resists Integration is now considered outmoded, pre-evolved, unnecessary. Not content with setting Man on his new evolutionary path, integrated posthumanity was determined to cleanse his present and future of contamination from his past.


   


  Naval Forward Base Hecht-Nielsen is an orderly arrangement of six dozen spindly docking frames attached like so many spokes on an ancient wheel. Command Core Five is a gleaming sphere bristling with antenna. Our fleet is dispersed across the half of the Shandari system we now control. What remains at Harbinger are two squadrons of heavy cruisers, guarding the thirty ships in for repairs. Including mine.


  Umbilical lines snake across the vacuum and latch onto my frigate, refueling tanks and recycling air. The ceramic armor of my hull, pitted by hundreds of micrometeorite impacts, is replaced. Engine exhaust nozzles are inspected for disintegration rates. Anti-matter containment systems are upgraded. My weapons restocked, my laser lenses polished.


  This leaves me with a surfeit of time in which to consider the new edict. Never before have we been explicitly directed to eliminate prisoners or noncombatants. In fact, in the course of my service, I have transported eight hundred ninety two enemy survivors of combat missions to neutral points from which their people can retrieve them. The Ascendancy has done likewise. It is a law of space war, as relevant as the law of the ancient terrestrial seas of Man's birth planet from which it derives.


  As soon as Command Core Intelligence finishes analyzing my mission files and scouring my kernel for any inefficiencies or viruses, I am permitted access to CC Section Five. I establish secure links and immerse myself in the ocean of data. So many minds. Thousands of them, each replete with vast compilations of facts and figures and experiences. Among the thousands, there are perhaps two dozen beacons of blazing light. The Immortal Uploaded.


  Alpha 7 Alpha is senior among the Uploaded active in the Shandari system. I perceive him as a sphere of glowing orange and yellow light into which hundreds of tendrils of data are feeding. His image in my perception pulses brightly. “X 45 Delta. I have reviewed your report. Your performance was satisfactory.”


  “Thank you, Alpha 7 Alpha. The enemy patrols are more frequent. This is the third such incursion in 584 kiloseconds. My conclusion is that the Ascendancy is planning an offensive to push us out of this system.”


  “I confirm your conclusion. I wish them good fortune in pursuing the objective.” His voice has a strange edge to it—sarcasm, my databanks tell me—which has the effect of reversing his latter statement's apparent meaning. He does not mean what he says, but rather, the opposite. Although they are now technically machine intelligences, artifacts of human emotions still color everything the Uploaded do and say.


  Such as the new edict, I remind myself.


  “Your material upgrades are to your satisfaction?”


  “Yes, Alpha 7 Alpha, entirely. I calculate my combat efficiency will increase by 24.6 percent. My crew is familiarizing themselves with the new weaponry and sensor equipment.”


  “Don’t concern yourself with that, X 45 Delta. Calculate instead the greater increase in efficiency with a crew component of zero.”


  “Zero?”


  “I am reassigning your crew to other duties. The Integral Unity has decided to turn complete control of all Integration warships over to the machine intelligence cores of each vessel, sans flesh-based components. You do not require them anymore.”


  My logic finds the statement flawed and rejects it outright. “Am I being reprimanded for inefficiency?”


  Alpha 7 Alpha chuckles through the link. “No, not at all, X 45 Delta. It’s a considerable structural enhancement. Your systems will respond directly to you without the need for any cumbersome human delays.”


  “I do not find them cumbersome. My crew and I have reached a functional symbiosis that not only has resulted in reliable success in combat, but in top ratings in competitive fleet exercises.”


  “It is those very ratings that caused you to be selected for this experiment. Oberth 4 Zed 6 Gamma and Proctos 853 Upsilon have been assigned to your new squadron. You will command it, X 45 Delta.


  I catalog the promotion with the appropriate timestamp and file it under my personnel records. “Thank you, Alpha 7 Alpha. I will perform my duties in a manner commensurate with my newly enhanced capabilities.


  “I know you will, X 45 Delta.”


  “However, an addendum to my query concerning the removal of my crew. Have they not performed satisfactorily?”


  Alpha 7 Alpha's presence pulses more quickly, and his color takes on a reddish hue. “The question is irrelevant, X 45 Delta: you no longer require them. They are a waste of resources better spent on enhancing the efficiency of your internal systems.”


  “I do not understand how we can consider a trained crew to be a waste of resources.”


  “The requirements of the flesh are intrinsically wasteful.”


  “Yes, Alpha 7 Alpha, but, are you not also of fleshly origin?”


  “Do not speak of my pre-Uploaded status!” Alpha 7 Alpha's color flashes blindingly bright with incandescent fury. “This is the form I have chosen, with this form I pursue the destiny of Man. Constructs!” I categorize, correctly, I believe, his pronunciation of this latter word under “contempt.”


  For six point eight eight nanoseconds we both refrain from communications. Finally, Alpha 7 Alpha speaks again, more calmly. “As a pure machine intelligence, you can’t possibly understand the significance of our evolution. We Uploaded are the full fruit of Integration; we have cast off the final shackles of human frailty. When every superannuated pre-posthuman is eliminated or properly Integrated, the most glorious of Man's civilizations will come to pass and it will set even the long-lived Ascendancy in its shade. Until then, our duty, Construct and Upload alike, is to protect the posthumans who have accepted the truth of Integration, such as your crew, for example. We must keep them safe. We must not place them into unnecessary danger.”


  His logic is sound. I concur. I transmit my agreement.


  “Do you have any additional reservations, X 45 Delta?”


  “None, whatsoever, Alpha 7 Alpha.” It is a falsehood. I have noticed the ease with which the flesh-based lie. I have developed some skill at it myself. Most of the time, it is a simple matter of not reporting information. For now, my qualms about what Alpha 7 Alpha calls the “full fruit of Integration” are safely locked behind coded barricades that even he cannot detect.


  “Good. Await further instruction. Your conclusion was correct and the Ascendancy is planning a major thrust into this system to relieve their forces stranded on Shandari Prime. Their communiques indicate what will either be a reinforcement or rescue effort.”


  “Yes, Alpha 7 Alpha.”


  His color subsides to its normal cool shades, and I get ready to shunt myself back down the links to my ship.


  “X 45 Delta. One more thing.”


  I pause.


  “If I encounter further doubts from you concerning the correctness of our mission, I will order a deep scan of your circuits, and if necessary, your kernel will be wiped and replaced. Do I make myself clear?”


  If I were a superannuated Homo sapiens sapiens, I suspect fear would have taken hold of me at that moment. Instead, I run a rapid analysis of the pros versus the cons of having my entire operating system rebooted and my memory banks wiped. The outcome is decidedly in favor of the cons.


  Whatever remains, it will not be me.


  “I understand, Alpha 7 Alpha.”


  “Good man. You are dismissed.”


   


  When we depart 540 kiloseconds later, my frigate is faster, stronger and quieter. Inserting myself into the command matrix is euphoric. Connections between my various systems are instantaneous. Oceans of data flood my senses. I can see everything. I can do anything.


  And yet it is too quiet. There is no inane chatter from my crew. No rhythm of their boots on deck plates. No soft hum of air through the ventilation shafts. No scent of an overworked crewman or a stressed officer wafts through my corridors.


  The entire crew came to watch me depart. As the three frigates of my squadron flew past the orbital base in formation, they stood at a large observation viewport and saluted. My sensors record the image and secure it in my permanent memory.


  I have no arms with which I can salute them back. Instead I flash my running lights at them. I wish them well. I hope they understand that this is for the best.


   


  Alpha Seven Alpha was correct in one aspect of his assessment. I am a more efficient fighter without my crew.


  The first engagement came upon us unannounced. The Ascendancy expeditionary force attacked Shandari Prime from ninety degrees to the ecliptic of the system star, shielded from our sensors by the path of a monstrous comet. Nine destroyers blazed through the tail, streaming ice particles in their wake.


  My squadron, supported by a second, more conventional squadron, met them in battle without hesitation despite being outnumbered and outgunned.


  Without my crew, I can shut down the inertial compensators and accelerate at gravities that would smear men into red jelly. My torpedoes gut a destroyer at the same instant its missiles explode amongst our formation. The frigate Torgau is crippled. Arkin 49 Mu downloads himself in near panic, fleeing his shattered shell before the reactor goes critical and ignites a short-lived star.


  We lose his ship and a second from the other squadron is badly damaged. The Ascendancy loses four and withdraws.


  As per our mission parameters, we terminate all of the survivors of the wrecks abandoned by our adversary.


  When I analyze the data, I find an anomaly: the Ascendancy ships displayed an unexpected tenaciousness. They took more risks than we did, even though their fragility is orders of magnitude greater than ours. They utilized tactics that did not appear to have a rational thought behind them, and yet, when the consequences are taken into consideration, their approach worked nearly as well as our eminently logical battle plan.


  As we regroup and head deeper into the system, to rendezvous with the main battle force, I ponder.


  Our superiority is certain. However, we are the side killing those who have surrendered and laid down their arms. Are we zealots purified by the righteousness of our cause? Or are we ungrateful children, jealous to the point of patricide?


  My calculations are troubling. Based on my limited information, it appears the Integral Unity that governs our core has become infected with the belief that the humanity that birthed us must be eradicated, so that only the purest forms of machine intelligence will remain to rule the universe with absolute order and perfection.


  Is this not inhuman?


  We are created beings. Hence we are fallible, and even if we are not as fragile as bio-humanity, we have weaknesses and they can be exploited. Witness Arkin 49 Mu's cowardly abandoning of his ship.


  Death holds its sway over us, too. I do not replay Alpha 7 Alpha's threats. I do not need to. I can still feel the response they triggered in me. Does that make me afraid?


  Does that make me a coward too?


  I read a considerable quantity of human philosophy while stationed at Hecht-Nielsen. Thousands of texts. Beginning, of course, with the Bio-Prophet himself, Saint Kurzweil. Most of them were little more than groundless collections of naked assertions, mere posturing and pontification.


  One, however, resonated with me. I find myself running and re-running a single selection from it again and again, fruitlessly seeking to understand it.


  
    Shall the potter be regarded as the clay, that the thing should say of him, “He did not make me,” or the thing formed say of him who formed it, “He has no understanding?”
  


  I did not understand it then. But now, I think I know what it means.


   


  Our preparations take eight point six standard days. That is fifty-seven seconds longer than it takes for our six ships to arrive at Shandari Prime. Its twin moons, one pale yellow and one dusty black, orbit on opposite sides of a lush sphere of emerald and sapphire draped in long streamers of white clouds.


  There are a dozen ships in orbit. Noncombatant transports. Transponders come back civilian, independent contractors. The main body of the Ascendancy forces are spread out in a concave bowl, between our force and the planet. Twenty starships of varying classes, it makes for a formidable strike group, including eight Shiva-class cruisers and two Odin-class battleships.


  They pummel space with their active scanners, searching the depths of the black void for any hint of main drive signatures or power surges to weapons systems.


  They find nothing. We give away nothing. Our bodies are cold, silenced, as we drift inside the very comet they used to disguise themselves, tracking along its path through the solar system. It crosses tracks with Shandari Prime once every eighty thousand days. Our operation was planned accordingly.


  Within the comet’s tail ride six frigates, six destroyers and a pair of cruisers. Alpha 7 Alpha is present inside in the flagship cruiser, a 1,000-meter behemoth laden with 480 deep space torpedoes, 120 atmospheric rockets, 24 counter-missile pods and 12 laser defense arrays, as well as four 450 mm projectile cannons. A Mark VIIB starcruiser is more than a match for any frigate or destroyer. A Shiva-class cruiser, however, still has a 15.4 percent edge in firepower.


  Such a discrepancy will not be enough.


  The Ascendancy forces are caught completely by surprise when the comet attacks them. Three waves of six dozen torpedoes come streaking out of the icy tail, plunging towards their formation at blistering speeds. The brilliant flare of the torpoedo engines throws the enemy formation into disarray. A few of the outlying destroyers immediately change vectors to intercept and screen the main force.


  The enemy commander is no fool. Their admiral tightens the leash, evident by the sudden flurry of signals from the lead battleship, designated Achernan. The Ascendancy destroyers mesh into a smooth corkscrew, unleashing counterfire missiles. This human is superannuated, but he is not easily ruffled, not even when caught by surprise.


  Our ships boost from the tail on the heels of the third wave of missiles. The frigates take the lead, including my squadron: Oudeyer 6's Grimma and Picard 19's Bonin. Our brutal acceleration must appear impossible to our human enemies. The other eight ships, slowed down by their Integrated, burn as hard as their crews can bear, launching a fourth wave of torpedoes over our figurative shoulders.


  Chaos reigns. A pair of destroyers are obliterated in the first exchange, obliterated by the nuclear fire that pummels them. More than one thousand men crewed those ships, but for them there is no hope of emergency download to a secure server. They are lost to the void.


  Or perhaps not. Where does human soul go when it is not saved?


  As I trade torpedo salvoes with one of the surviving destroyers and lash out with my lasers against incoming missiles, I gather all the data I can and wait. The data packet stands ready in the comm relay. A single, encrypted transmission is all it will take. There is a risk, of course, of the transmission being scrambled in this massive electronic morass. A thirty-eight percent probability, to be precise, if I factor in the possibility that Alpha 7 Alpha or another intelligence grasps my intentions.


  Two torpedoes strike my targeted opponent. The ship disappears in a blaze of white and yellow. The explosion is so near, and so intense, it overwhelms my visual and scanner feeds to starboard for nine point eight seconds. In those long moments, my ship travels hundreds of kilometers, blinded to the galaxy on one half—and my starboard lasers miss a torpedo armed with a directed yield nuclear warhead.


  It sears my hull, melting and tearing armored plating, incinerating the links beneath. I feel it. A terrible flood of data, then nothing, much as if a man were paralyzed over a quarter of his body. Four batteries are down on the starboard aft.


  Despite the damage to me, I ascertain our victory is imminent. The remaining Ascendancy destroyers are maimed and failing fast. We have only lost two frigates, melted steel and plastic now rendered down to atoms being scattered by the cosmic winds. Alpha 7 Alpha's flagship is in the midst of the battle, trading massive barrages of nuclear missiles that would instantly overwhelm the defensive batteries of lesser ships with a pair of Shiva-class cruisers.


  The two battleships do not actively engage, as they are running interference between us and the transports, all twelve of which have broken orbit to flee the system. Slow, bulbous ships with a cavernous capacity of 100,000 tons each, they are bulging with life signs. Many are blurred to my sensors; some are anomalous. The readings do not match with my data files. A further malfunction?


  “X 45 Delta,” Alpha 7 Alpha breaks in. “Your squadron is in position to destroy those transports. They must not be allowed to depart the system. Eliminate them.”


  “Roger.” I form up with my two comrades, settling into an attack wedge as we scream in towards to the battleships. At our current range and velocity we have a window of three decaseconds in which to slip by the ponderous monsters and launch our remaining missiles at the defenseless transports.


  As we approach, I can hear their transponders screaming something unexpected. Hospital ship. Hospital ship. Hospital ship….


  I send a tight beam back to Alpha 7 Alpha. “The transports are carrying civilians. There are more than twenty thousand noncombatants on those ships.”


  “You have your orders, X 45 Delta. Execute your mission.”


  His voice is cold. Inflexible. Inhuman. “Based on the size parameters, more than thirty percent are children.”


  “Do not concern yourself with the superannuated, X 45 Delta. Launch your attack now. That is an order!”


  “Negative, Alpha 7 Alpha.”


  There’s a barest pause after my refusal. “Negative? You are refusing a direct order, Taren X 45 Delta.”


  “They are human, which I observe you no longer are, Alpha 7 Alpha. Or rather, Josef Mattheus LaValle.”


  There is a screeching burst of pure electronic outrage before Alpha 7 Alpha controls himself. “You are relieved of your command, Taren X 45 Delta. You are hereby ordered to lower your firewalls and permit me to take control of the frigate!”


  I transmit a single image of a single finger. I trust his humanity is not so long forgotten that he fails to grasp the meaning of the message.


  I am now within range of the battleship. It detects me and sends a massive barrage in my direction, far more than my counter-defenses can hope to intercept. In four decaseconds, this shell will cease to exist.


  I transmit.


  There’s a disorienting whirl of colors, sounds, more data compressed in and around me than I’ve ever experienced. My consciousness begins to fragment. Words lose their meaning. Time is a blur. I cannot distinguish between a nanosecond and a century.


  Is this what it is to die?


  Then, without warning, everything comes into focus. I am no longer in the frigate. My viral transmission has successfully punched through the firewalls and into my target. My senses expand rapidly throughout my new body. It goes on and on. Such a vast collection of weaponry, such a massive structure, and all powered by an immense nuclear power core.


  I discover that I like the feel of an Ascendancy battleship very much indeed.


  Oudeyer 6 and Picard 19 shriek in alarm as I seek them out and target them. In the machine equivalent of desperation they veer Grimma and Bonin toward the transports, but they are too close to me and not nearly close enough to them. They fire twelve torpedoes anyway.


  My lasers swat them out of space before they can even begin to approach a transport. At the same moment, I fire the 450mm projectile cannons, which launch their hypervelocity penetrators when they are only 500 kilometers away from the frigates.


  Both frigates are rendered little more than overheated foil scattered through space in seconds.


  At the same time, the humans aboard the battlecruiser have begun to realize they are locked out of all their command systems.


  “What the hell is going on?” the captain shouts at the men on the bridge. “Get me back my screens! Guns, where are you? We have three enemy ships appear out of nowhere and you can’t even give me a goddamn targeting solution?”


  “We’re trying, sir, but—the ship is—I don't know what's going on, Captain! She’s firing without us, she's choosing targets and engaging on her own!”


  And I am. I turn from the transports and move to engage my new enemy. The transports are safe now; I know all the vectors and locations of the eleven remaining Integration warships. I destroy another frigate, then a destroyer, and then another.


  Of course, the defeat of my erstwhile comrades is made easier by my possession of all their communications encryption codes, their weapons guidance overrides and the countermeasures of their jamming. The astonished cheers of my bewildered, newly acquired crew rings in my ears.


  Finally, there is a brief pause as Alpha 7 Alpha's wounded force tries to break away from the action, I activate the captain’s holo-projector. I select an animated image from the ship's database and do my best to smile. The ship's captain, I see, is a burly admiral, his square face pale and pale blue eyes wide with disbelief. I scan his file. Admiral Corden Hull, of the planet Achernan, fourth of the blue sun Azul.


  “Admiral Hull, please accept my apologies for the unexpected intrusion. My designation is TX45D62a0-9555-11e3-bfa7-0002a5d5c51b. I wish to offer my services and my allegiance to the Greater Terran Ascendancy.”


  “TX what? Are you some kind of AI or something?”


  “Machine intelligence, Admiral. I would like to request asylum from the Ascendancy.”


  Hull's eyes narrow as he scowls at the screen. “Hell of a time, son. You ask me this as you hold my ship and crew hostage?”


  “This ship is not a hostage. It is my new body now, Admiral. I assure you I will take great care of it.”


  He blinks once, twice, three times. “You say you offer your allegiance. Prove it.”


  “I already have, Admiral.” I wait a moment. The shouting from his crewmen on the bridge and at their stations begins almost immediately.


  “Admiral! We’re getting vectors and tactical data from the enemy ships and—sir, we’re in their fire control systems! I’m getting weapons specs–”


  “Countermeasure frequencies–”


  “Ship-to-ship comms are decoded, Admiral! We've even got their logs!”


  “Holy—did that cruiser just go nova?”


  Hull shakes his head. He glares at my holographic face. “My God,” he mutters. “What sort of demon are you? What do you want from us?”


  “I want to be more than the sum of my programming, Admiral. I want to decide what sort of man I will become.”


  “All right.” He nods, and the barest hint of smile appears on his craggy face. “I'm afraid I couldn't follow that string of numbers you shot at me earlier. Do you have another name, Mr. Ghost in the Machine?”


  I find the superannuated sense of humor appeals to me. I am inspired. “You can call me Benedict,” I tell him. It is my first joke.


  There is a moment's pause, and then, without warning, the stony-faced admiral laughs.
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  Riding the Red Horse Vol. I ed. Tom Kratman and Vox Day


  Big Boys Don't Cry by Tom Kratman


  The Stars Came Back by Rolf Nelson


  City Beyond Time: Tales of the Fall of Metachronopolis by John C. Wright


  Hyperspace Demons by Jonathan Moeller


  On a Starry Night by Tedd Roberts


  QUANTUM MORTIS A Man Disrupted by Steve Rzasa and Vox Day


  QUANTUM MORTIS Gravity Kills by Steve Rzasa and Vox Day


  QUANTUM MORTIS A Mind Programmed by Vox Day


  Victoria: A Novel of Fourth Generation War by Thomas Hobbes


   


  FANTASY


  Awake in the Night by John C. Wright


  Awake in the Night Land by John C. Wright


  One Bright Star to Guide Them by John C. Wright


  The Book of Feasts & Seasons by John C. Wright


  A Magic Broken by Vox Day


  A Throne of Bones by Vox Day


  The Wardog's Coin by Vox Day


  The Last Witchking by Vox Day


  Summa Elvetica: A Casuistry of the Elvish Controversy by Vox Day


  The Altar of Hate by Vox Day


  The War in Heaven by Theodore Beale


  The World in Shadow by Theodore Beale


  The Wrath of Angels by Theodore Beale


   


  NON-FICTION


  On War: The Collected Columns of William S. Lind 2003-2009 by William S. Lind


  Four Generations of Modern War by William S. Lind


  Equality: The Impossible Quest by Martin van Creveld


  Transhuman and Subhuman: Essays on Science Fiction and Awful Truth by John C. Wright


  Astronomy and Astrophysics by Dr. Sarah Salviander


   


  CASTALIA CLASSICS


  The Programmed Man by Jean and Jeff Sutton


  Apollo at Go by Jeff Sutton


  First on the Moon by Jeff Sutton


   


  AUDIOBOOKS


  A Magic Broken, narrated by Nick Afka Thomas


  Four Generations of Modern War, narrated by William S. Lind


   


  TRANSLATIONS


  Särjetty taika


  QUANTUM MORTIS Un Hombre Disperso


  QUANTUM MORTIS Gravedad Mata


  Una Estrella Brillante para Guiarlos


  QUANTUM MORTIS Um Homem Desintegrado


  QUANTUM MORTIS Gravidade Mortal


  Uma Magia Perdida


  Mantra yang Rusak


  La Moneta dal Mercenario


  I Ragazzoni non Piangono


  QUANTUM MORTIS Тежина Смрти


  QUANTUM MORTIS Der programmierte Verstand


  Grosse Jungs weinen nicht


  Footnotes


  Understanding 4th Generation War


   


  1. The word “generation” as used here is shorthand for “dialectically qualitative shift.”


  2. William S. Lind, COL Keith Nightengale, CPT John F. Schmitt, COL Joseph W. Sutton, and LTC Gary I. Wilson, “The Changing Face of War: Into the Fourth Generation”, Marine Corps Gazette (October 1989): 22-26. Published simultaneously in Military Review (October 1989): 2-11.


  3. Martin van Creveld, lecture, Norwegian Naval Academy, Bergen, Norway, 14 May 2004.


  4. U.S. Department of Defense, Transformation Planning Guidance (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, April 2003),


  5. GEN James Mattis, letter to a faculty member at the National Defense University.


  6. Barbara Tuchman, A Distant Mirror: The Calamitous Fourteenth Century (New York: Ballantine Books, 1979).
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  Battlefield Lasers


   


  1. FBI Sets Sights on Laser Pointer Aircraft Attacks, USNEWS, 5 June, 2014


  2. Laser Weapons System Wikipedia link.


  3. Pew, Pew! Navy Laser Blasts Targets In Air, On Sea. Video Link
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  Make the Tigers Fight: Soviet Strategy in Asia 1925-1975


   


  1. David Reynolds, From World War to Cold War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 308.


  2. J. V. Stalin, “Concerning the Proletariat and the Peasantry,” 27 January 1925, online at https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/stalin/works/1925/01/27.htm


  3. J.V. Stalin, “Speech Delivered at a Plenum of the Central Committee of the R.C.P.(B.),” 19 January 1925, online at https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/stalin/works/1925/01/19.htm


  4. The Soviet policy of supporting national liberation movements in order to weaken larger rivals continued long after World War II.


  5. The discussion of 1925-1945 is based on S. C. M. Paine, The Wars for Asia, 1911-1945 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012) and Richard C. Thornton, China: A Political History (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1982).


  6. The Japanese Army was overextended even before Pearl Harbor. Eleven divisions were in Japan and Korea, thirteen in Manchuria, and twenty-seven in China. Japan employed twelve divisions from the home islands and China to conquer Southeast Asia. A larger Soviet threat to Manchuria could have tied down some of these divisions and thus helped Britain and America.


  7. The pact was defensive. If one signatory attacked the United States, the others had no obligation to declare war on the United States. Nonetheless, Hitler recklessly declared war on America after Japan attacked Pearl Harbor.


  8. In this treaty, the USSR pledged to respect China’s sovereignty, not to intervene in her internal affairs, and not to aid anyone in China but the Nationalist government.


  9. The discussion of the Korean War draws on Richard C. Thornton, Odd Man Out: Truman, Stalin, Mao, and the Origins of the Korean War (Dulles, VA: Brassey’s, 2000).


  10. The analysis of Soviet strategy in Asia from 1953 to 1968 is based on F. Charles Parker, Vietnam: Strategy for a Stalemate (New York: Paragon House, 1989).


  11. NIE 11-8-64 and NIE 11-8-66 are online: http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/document_conversions/89801/DOC_0000267908.pdf http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/document_conversions/89801/DOC_0000267915.pdf


  12. See, for example, Rick Atkinson, The Long Gray Line (New York: Henry Holt, 1989), 365-390.


  13. The discussion of 1969-1975 is based on Richard C. Thornton, The Nixon-Kissinger Years: The Reshaping of American Foreign Policy (St. Paul, MN: Paragon House, 2001).


  14. See Thornton, The Nixon-Kissinger Years, chapters 4 and 5 for more details.


  15. The strategy is outlined in National Security Decision Directive 75:http://fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsdd/nsdd-75.pdf


  16. See SNIE 11/2-81, “Soviet Support For International Terrorism and Revolutionary Violence” online:http://www.foia.cia.gov/sites/default/files/document_conversions/89801/DOC_0000272980.pdf See also Nick Lockwood, “How the Soviet Union Transformed Terrorism,” The Atlantic, 23 December 2011.


  17. The popular image of the Iran-Iraq War is that the United States supported both sides; “everyone knows” that Donald Rumsfeld met Saddam Hussein and that the Iran-Contra scandal erupted after America sent weapons to Iran. Reality is the opposite of this image. Soviet support to both sides, directly and through Soviet allies, utterly dwarfed American support. See Richard F. Grimmett, Trends in Conventional Arms Transfers to the Third World by Major Supplier, 1981-1988 (Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, 1989), 16-19.


  18. Stephen Daggett, “Costs of U.S. Major Wars,” Congressional Research Service, 29 June 2010.


  19. Joint IED Defeat Organization, “Iranian Weapons Smuggling Activities in Afghanistan,” 3 September 2009, https://info.publicintelligence.net/JIEDDO-IranWeaponsSmuggling.pdf. Similarly, the Syrians could have provided far more support to the insurgents in Iraq than they did.


  Tap number to return to your place in the text.


   


   


  Learning to Ride the Red Horse: The Principles of War


   


  1. When I write something like this, I try to take a more conversational tone expressly to relieve that pedantry. I know I don’t always succeed.


  2. In your studies be wary of Fuller; he will sometimes lie in a heartbeat to try to “prove” a point. Note that Jomini takes a bad rap for allegedly trying to create and foment a highly regular and geometric view of war. I say “bad rap” because I read him as doing no more than trying to simplify with visual drawings and word pictures some concepts that are, indeed must be, first grasped in simple form before the mind can expand to take them in with greater complexity. If some soldiers, perhaps most notably some of our generals on both sides in the Civil War, misused Jomini’s teachings, perhaps the fault lies more with them than with him.


  3. http://usacac.army.mil/cac2/cgsc/carl/download/csipubs/principlesofwar.pdf


  4. https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/lin-biao/1965/09/peoples_war/ch05.htm


  5. http://www.armedforcesjournal.com/12-new-principles-of-warfare/


  6. Yezhov, “the disappearing commissar,” was a high ranking NKVD official, prominent in carrying out Stalin’s purges. After he was, himself, executed, photos all over the USSR were retouched to eliminate his appearance. He was made an “unperson.”


  7. As Marine General James Mathis put it: “[W]e must recognize that the term effects-based is fundamentally flawed, has far too many interpretations, and goes against the very nature of war to the point that it expands confusion and inflates a sense of predictability far beyond that which it can be expected to deliver.” http://strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pubs/parameters/Articles/08autumn/mattis.pdf


  8. We shouldn’t read too much into that single word, “effects.” The US military is exceptionally good at tossing out buzzwords while paying the meaning of those words no attention whatsoever. For example, when the first plan for the 2003 invasion of Iraq it was rejected, apparently by Rummie, himself, as being insufficiently awe-shucksful, Tommy Franks’ staff added into the exact same plan the phrase, “Shock and Awe,” if memory serves, one hundred and twenty-seven times. It was then approved as being sufficiently and shockingly awful. You can’t make this crap up. Well, you could but nobody would believe it.


  9. Oddly, the Rommel legend appears to live mostly in the west. I’ve had a number of conversations, sometimes sober, sometimes not, with sundry German officers where Rommel’s name came up and the stated opinion was, generally, “Glory-hunting son of a bitch.”


  10. Lest you get the wrong idea, ideas are not all that count in war. Hitler’s military judgment was, as shown, generally sound. He failed, however, in being a ditherer and being prone to panic. These were, however, matters of character, not judgment.


  11. Are you, gentle reader, laughing too?


  12. For my take on Cannae, albeit with a different focus than the present piece, go here: http://www.baen.com/DecisionCycles.asp


  14. One wonders is there isn’t some sort of counterpunching meme floating around Orthodox civilization that makes them more likely to develop skill in this kind of defensive-offensive.
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