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The Hunter
TDF Zeus, Athenia Orbit
“I’m sorry sir, they jumped just before the missile hit,” reported the lieutenant. Grand Admiral Alex McCarthy pounded the table in anger.

“This is the greatest embarrassment in the fleet’s history!” he roared, “and it took place under our noses!” My nose, he thought. It was bad enough that a senior fleet officer could commit such treason. It was worse still that he could be rescued given the extensive security on the ground. But in orbit was his flagship, the Zeus. A newly-commissioned super-dreadnought, the only one of its kind. It was a symbol of strength and leadership for the fleet, and already it had a black mark in its history. The battleship Typhon was also present, but had also failed to prevent Kane’s escape.

For the rebels to escape his clutch – It was a huge personal embarrassment, let alone a coup for the so-called Resistance.

“Work out where they were headed. The death of Marcus Kane is our number one priority. His liberation could have unforeseen consequences.” The lieutenant nodded and left to carry out the Admiral’s orders.
Undesirable, was perhaps a more appropriate word to describe McCarthy’s thoughts. Someone of Kane’s talents and knowledge of fleet tactics & procedures could be a dangerous adversary. He couldn’t let that happen. He’d have to take affirmative action, and make sure it didn’t come to that.

McCarthy paused to consider his options. The situation had to be resolved immediately, and right now nothing was more important than killing or capturing Kane. He’d have to assemble nothing less than a dedicated task force to hunt Kane down. The question was who to send. He’d need time to ponder that question.

“I’ll be in my quarters if I’m needed,” he told the colonel before leaving the CIC.

*          *          *
By the time he’d arrived at his quarters, he knew he’d got the man for the job. Admiral James Petrarch, commander of the dreadnought Artemis. He had been Kane’s superior aboard the battleship Scylla before his promotion to Admiral, and had been something of a mentor to the young Kane. It was Petrarch who had spotted and developed Kane’s potential, even championing him for a fast track through the ranks.
McCarthy figured that Petrarch probably knew him better than anyone else outside of his old command. Yes, he’d be the perfect man for the job.

He walked over to the Comms unit by his desk, lifting the receiver before reclining in his chair.

“CIC, McCarthy,” he announced.

“CIC, go ahead sir,” his executive officer replied after a brief pause.

“Have comms send a dispatch to Admiral Petrarch on the Artemis, ordering him to report to me here in Athenia orbit ASAP for further orders,” McCarthy ordered.
“Aye sir,” the colonel replied before the comms cut off. He put the receiver back in its place. With luck, he might be able to resolve the situation in a matter of days, before any lasting damage was done. He didn’t entertain the idea of a worst case scenario.

For now though, he needed a stiff drink.

TDF Artemis, on patrol near Troy

Admiral Petrarch was busy putting his new crew through their paces. As soon as they’d left the Spartan shipyards, they’d made straight for the Asteroid field near Troy, Petrarch’s home planet, where they had been performing near continuous training exercises since.

The Artemis had picked up a lot of new crew before her latest tour of duty. Some were transfers, but the vast majority were rookies straight out of the Academy. Among them were a fair few pilots, which was the main reason they were at the Trojan asteroid field. It provided free target practice, not to mention an obstacle course for the pilots to fly.
Petrarch had his CAG - the Commander, Air Group – and several senior pilots drilling the rookies on live fire exercises on nearby asteroids throughout the day. They also made good targets for the ships own gunner crews, although Petrarch wasn’t confident enough yet to let the rookie gunner crews conduct live fire training at the same time that the pilots were out. In due time, he thought.

Other on-board training scenarios could be carried out regardless of where the ship was. He had already done several fire & decompression drills that week.

Petrarch glanced at the clock. It was 03:30, standard time. He’d planned a drill the night before, to test the rookies response time to an ‘Action Stations’ call while they were asleep in their bunks. Although Petrarch was aware of the drill, and had gotten up beforehand, it didn’t mean that he was any less tired. He’d grabbed a strong black coffee from the Mess Hall before reporting to the CIC.
“Colonel Quinn, you may begin the drill,” he ordered. The Colonel lifted the receiver.

“Action stations, Action stations! Set condition one throughout the ship!” he announced. Immediately alarms rang throughout the ship, waking the crew from their peaceful slumbers.

Petrarch observed the commotion in the CIC as the command crew busied themselves with their own preparations, while ready reports came in from other parts of the ship. Eventually the ship was battle ready.
“Sir, condition one is set throughout the ship” reported the Colonel. The rookies had done quite well. The pilots had launched within 3-5 minutes from the call to Action Stations. The senior pilots were obviously quicker, but that was to be expected.

Petrarch had previously sent out teams to attach radio beacons to some of the asteroids, so that they would show up as hostile on the IFF1 indicators. The rookies were also performing adequately in neutralising all the targets.

The chatter on the comms was lively, and difficult to keep track of for all but the veteran listener. In all, 17 pilots were in action: The CAG, who was purely overseeing the proceedings, plus 2 senior pilots, who were each in charge of 8 man teams, including themselves. For the purposes of the training exercises, they had been designated Red & Blue teams. Both teams were competing to claim the most “kills”, and while there was no inappropriate commentary over the comms, Petrarch could still sense the pride and rivalry in their voices.

The hundred targets were all neutralised in less than 5 minutes, which wasn’t bad considering that they were spread all around the ship at varying distances. Petrarch terminated the exercise and ordered all his birds – as the fighters were informally called – back home for debrief. It was only then that the banter started over the comms. Petrarch didn’t stay to listen though. He headed off to the flight deck, collecting the combat report from a petty officer on his way out of the CIC.
It would take about a quarter of an hour for all the pilots to land and report for debriefing, so he decided to make a detour back to the Mess Hall to collect some more coffee. He could take five minutes to flick through the report too.

*          *          *

“Officer on deck!” the CAG shouted out over the briefing room, before saluting the Admiral. The pilots leapt to their feet and followed suit.
Petrarch closed the heavy bulkhead door behind him as he entered the room.

“At ease,” he ordered. The men sat back down in their seats, and he made his way to the podium at the front of the room. “Thank you captain Hammond,” he said to the CAG, as the man relinquished the floor to his superior.

“Firstly, I’d just like to say well done to each and every one of you. You’ve worked hard this past week, and you’ve come a long way. That said, there’s still a fair way to go, and I expect the same commitment in weeks to come.” He paused for effect before continuing.

“Now then, on to specifics: All 100 targets were destroyed in a total of 4 minutes, 53 seconds. As you know, Red & Blue wings were also competing for the most kills during this exercise.” The rookie pilots – exhausted though they were – sat up a bit straighter, eager to hear the results. “It was close, but the victory was still decisive. With 54 kills to 46, Blue wing was the victor.” With that, the left side of the room began cheering, while the right side were clearly disappointed, and somewhat humiliated in the presence of their new commanding officer.
“Captain Hammond will debrief you all on the finer points, but I have business elsewhere,” Petrarch concluded. “Captain?” he invited, offering up the podium and making his way out the door. The new recruits look promising, he thought, turning to head back towards the CIC. He had barely got 50 metres down the corridor when an announcement rang loud and clear across the ship.

“Admiral Petrarch, please report to the CIC ASAP,” the voice announced. It was his XO, Colonel Quinn. There was a sense of urgency in his tone, which was puzzling. Petrarch increased his speed so that he could satisfy his curiosity sooner.

A few minutes later he was back in the CIC. Colonel Quinn was already waiting for him in the centre of the room, clutching some papers. Petrarch went over to join him.

“Sir, we’ve just received new orders to proceed directly to Athenia orbit. These orders came directly from the top, sir. Grand Admiral McCarthy wishes to give you further orders in person.” Quinn was as puzzled as he was.

“Is that all?” Petrarch asked, just to be sure. You didn’t get a personal summons to the Grand Admiral without a good reason.
“Yes sir,” the XO replied.

“In that case, plot a course for Athenia. We don’t want to keep the Grand Admiral waiting.”

Petrarch had met McCarthy a few times in the past, most notably when he received his promotion to Admiral. That said, he’d never been personally summoned to receive orders direct from the man himself. Very few people ever had. Whatever it was, it was clearly extremely important. Or secret. Or both.

TDF Zeus– Athenia Orbit

“New Contact!” the radar operator announced. “Sir, IFF confirmed, it’s the Artemis.” McCarthy nodded at the lieutenant to confirm he’d heard the announcement. He also noted that Petrarch had made could time, given the circumstances.
McCarthy walked over to his XO, Colonel Charlie Matheson. “Chad, I’m going to meet him in the hangar bay. You have the deck.” The colonel nodded an acknowledgement, and McCarthy left the CIC.

He begrudged the fact that the new design for his super-dreadnought class ship meant that the hangars were even further aft of the command centre. His aging legs were not cut out for all the running around that was made possible by a ship of this size. He considered making an official note of that for the Navy’s Research and Development division, next time they decided to build a new ship. It was one of the perks of his position as supreme commander of the fleet.
*          *          *

“We’re on approach now Admiral,” Captain Eric ‘Hammer’ Hammond reported to Admiral Petrarch as he aligned the transports nose with the Zeus’ starboard landing bay. It was unofficial tradition that dictated that the CAG was the Admiral’s personal pilot. It also gave the CAG some flight time outside of a fighter cockpit, which he found a pleasant change after the weeks of relentless drilling he had been overseeing.
Hammond didn’t admire the handling of the transport though. These Phoenix support vessels didn’t handle as well as his Nemesis multi-role fighter, but then that was to be expected given all the intelligence and counter-intelligence gear on board. Plus the fact that the Phoenix had its own jump drive, which significantly increased its size and mass. At least its duties meant it was mostly kept out of the line of fire. He’d hate to have to dodge incoming fire in one of these tin cans.
Hammond guided the Phoenix into the landing bay, and performed a textbook landing onto one of the airlock elevators besides the runway. It immediately began to descend, taking them down to the starboard hangar deck. There was a brief pause in the decent while the airlock door above them sealed off the landing bay, and the elevator compartment was re-pressurised before the airlock door below opened, allowing them access to the hangar.

As was to be expected, there was already a greeting party, including the Grand Admiral himself. He proceeded to shut down all the ship’s systems ready to disembark. “Looks like you’re going to get a warm welcome Admiral,” he told Petrarch.

The elevator came to a rest at the hangar floor. Hammond flicked the switch to open the door hatch once he’d completed his shutdown procedures.

“Admiral , Artemis, arriving!” a crewman shouted out. Tradition dictated that commanding officers assumed the title of their vessels in these situations. Everyone except McCarthy – who didn’t have to – saluted Petrarch, who promptly returned the salute before disembarking off the wing of the aircraft.

“Admiral,” he Greeted McCarthy as they shook hands.

“You made good time Jim,” McCarthy told him. Petrarch always hated it when people called him that, but he was hardly going to complain to his superior about that.
“It sounded rather urgent,” Petrarch noted. McCarthy’s expression confirmed it.

“Indeed it is. We’ll talk in private. If you’ll accompany me to my quarters,” he gestured.

*          *          *

Petrarch was impressed by McCarthy’s quarters the moment he entered the room. The larger ship size clearly allowed for a more elaborate commander’s quarters. Not that his own was particularly small by ship standards. He was directed over to a seating area at the side of the room. 
“Drink?” McCarthy offered.

“Please,” Petrarch responded. McCarthy took two glasses from on top of a cabinet and filled them with Whiskey from a decanter before sitting opposite Petrarch. Both men took a refreshing sip from their glasses before the conversation started.

“You wouldn’t have heard what’s happened Jim, because of the media blackout. I’m sure you were aware that your former protégé, Markus Kane, was sentenced to execution recently.”
“Of course. Such a shame, he had a lot of natural talent,” Petrarch reminisced. He tried to detect whether or not McCarthy attributed some of the blame for Kane’s sedition upon himself, but he couldn’t tell.

“What you don’t know, was that Kane was freed during his execution by a small group of rebels. Despite the fleet’s best attempts to mobilise and stop them, they got away.” McCarthy regretted having to admit his failure to someone who didn’t know. “We were assured that security on the ground was extensive enough to prevent any problems,” He added, as justification that it wasn’t his fault.

“As far as we can tell, Kane has been – or will be – recruited by the rebels. He certainly has no life left on the colonies. As you of all people could appreciate, this could be problematic for us. He could turn them from a minor nuisance into a serious problem for us. That’s where you come in Jim.” McCarthy took another sip from his glass.
“I want you to personally lead a taskforce in a manhunt for Kane. You won’t stop until you bring him to me – Dead or alive. Because of the critical nature of this mission, I’m giving you authority to take a full fleet with you. I’ll even let you handpick what ships you want – any ships in the fleet. Just let me know your selections and I’ll see that they are transferred to your command with immediate effect.”

Petrarch knew he was summoned for an urgent reason, but he had no idea it was this urgent. And to be given free choice to assemble his own fleet – it was unheard of.
“I assume I’ve been chosen because of my history with Kane,” Petrarch observed. After all, they had served together for a number of years.

“You, out of anyone in the fleet apart from his command crew on the Pegasus know him best. You’re the logical choice. You know how he thinks. You’re the one who trained the bastard after all.” Petrarch couldn’t tell whether McCarthy blamed him for inadvertently creating the biggest crisis the fleet had faced in years.
“It goes without saying, Jim, that the damage Kane’s liberation and defection could do – and has done – to the reputation of the fleet is severe. We need to end this before it has a chance to begin. I’ll expect your fleet selections on my desk by 0800 hours tomorrow, so that you can begin as soon as is feasibly possible. You should get back to your ship and begin preparations immediately,” McCarthy informally ordered.
“Yes sir,” Petrarch replied. McCarthy escorted him to the door.

“Sergeant,” McCarthy called the guard outside, “Show Admiral Petrarch back to the hangar bay”

“Yes sir,” he replied, turning to face Petrarch. “This way sir,” he gestured. McCarthy watched them walk down the corridor before going back into his quarters. He could use another drink.

*          *          *

Petrarch hated awkward silences, so he decided to start a conversation.
“This is a beautiful ship,” he commented. The Artemis is a beautiful ship herself, but for its size, the Zeus is still beautiful.”

“Aye sir,” the sergeant replied. “I’m proud to be serving upon it.” He also seemed relieved that the awkward silence had been broken.

“How long have you been in the service?” Petrarch asked.

“10 years, sir. I joined the academy straight out of school” he answered.

“Where else have you served before this then?” Petrarch knew he’d served on at least one other ship, since the Zeus was practically fresh off the production line.

“My first post was on the Hestia, one of the older Type III frigates. She’s been through her paces, but she’s a reliable little ship. After that I got transferred over to the cruiser Cerberus. That’s been my longest post to date. Then I served aboard the Apollo, one of the new Battleship designs. As soon as work was finished on the Zeus, I got transferred over. I’ve been here since the beginning.”

“That’s quite a nice selection,” Petrarch noted.

“What about you, sir,” the sergeant asked. “Where have you served?” That made Petrarch have to stop and think.

“I’ve served upon so many ships that I doubt even I could name them all,” Petrarch confessed. “I can tell you about those that I’ve commanded though. I started as an XO aboard a destroyer, the Triton. As you probably know, she’s since been de-commissioned, and she’s now part of the Military Museum at Athenia. My first command was a cruiser, Persephone. An older ship, but she’s still in active service. After that I was transferred to a newer class of cruiser, the Dionysus. Then I took over command of the battleship Prometheus when Commander Petersen got his promotion to Admiral, and left for the dreadnought Poseidon. That was a big change, going from a cruiser to a battleship. A challenge, but I relished it. Following that I was transferred to the battleship Scylla. She’s also one of the old designs, but the last of her kind so she had better equipment than the rest of her class. They started making the Type V battleships after she left the docks. After a good few years in command of her, I got my promotion to Admiral, and I’ve been on the Artemis ever since. She’s one of the older dreadnoughts in the fleet. If I recall correctly, only the Poseidon and the Ares are older.” The sergeant nodded in admiration of Petrarch’s service record.

“We’re here, sir,” he said, as he lead Petrarch though a door onto the hanger deck. Captain Hammond was having a friendly conversation with the Zeus’ CAG and a few other pilots. He straightened up when he saw Petrarch.

“Admiral on deck!” Hammond shouted. He and the other pilots all saluted Petrarch, who responded with a quick salute of his own.

“Thank you sergeant, it’s been a pleasure talking to you,” Petrarch told his escort.

“You’re welcome sir, and it’s been my pleasure,” he replied. He saluted Petrarch, and left to resume his post. Petrarch looked back at Captain Hammond.
“Let’s get back to the Artemis, we’ve got work to do” he ordered. Hammond nodded, said a brief goodbye to the other pilots, then followed his commanding officer aboard the Phoenix and began his pre-flight checks.”
TDF Artemis, Athenia Orbit
Petrarch was glad to be back aboard his own ship, although he couldn’t help but feel a bit jealous over the Zeus – much in the same way that a parent might be jealous of another person having a much smarter child than his own. In the end though, the Artemis was his, and that was all that mattered.
He went straight to his quarters. He only had a few hours to decide upon what ships he wanted for his fleet, and he needed to do some research. He’s already decided that the Pegasus would have to be the battleship in his fleet. Its crew and their knowledge of Kane would prove useful. Although following recent events the ship was technically leaderless, a situation he would need to rectify. As for the rest of the fleet composition – two each of cruisers, destroyers and frigates – He’d need some time to ponder his options.
He knew Kane, and he knew that if Kane did join the rebels, he wouldn’t make life easy for his old mentor. Hoping for a quick resolution was one thing, but expecting one would be naive.
**********************************************************************************

1 – IFF: Identification, Friend or Foe

No part of this story is to be replicated without permission, either in part or in full. Critique and feedback are both welcome and can be left at the following URL:

http://sekiryuu.deviantart.com/art/Resistance-Vol-1-Chapter-2-142381687
http://www.dracomancer.co.uk/resistance
Version 1.00 – 3rd Nov 2009


